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ABSTRACT

In recent years pornogfaphy has not onl§<become a major *cause’ ehampioned by the wonien’s movemehi
but a divisive issue within it. The debate among femlmsts about pomogaphy and censorship has become

polanzedaroundmchksuesasthenamreofsexuallye lici trepreeentatnon,thenamreoffemale 5';
%1" e

sexuality, and the roélg of the state in the regulauon of ery and practices. {

Ta

This thesis applies approache;é‘drawn from discourse theory and feminist theory to deconstruct the

debate and analyze the levels of meaning within it The thems i$ based on an examination of arncles from
the Canadxan feminist press and feminist academia concerned ifically with pomography over the past
two y&rsﬁseiected articles pubhshed earlief in Canada and the nited States, and Canadian, American
and British feminist books on the issues of sexuahty and porn phy. “Six m—-depth inte‘i;views with
prominent Canadian feminist activists also provide m’aterih] for ahalyms and interpretatiq‘n Emphasxs is

given to the Canadian debate. -

The thesis locates the rhajor eventS in the development of the debate about pornography. The
positjons in the debate are explored as:axe their underlyihg assumptions about the nature of sexuality,
power and the role of the state. The crmasms and accusations Wth.h characterize the debate are
_ exammed they reveal that those upholding particular positions are argumg from different areas of

emphasis, about different phenomena, and with different definitions of patnarchy, ideology, and feminist
© praxis. ' ‘

) 'l'he thems ooncludes that the debate between anti-pornography and anti-censorship femxmsts has
been directed and coopted by a longer-standing debate between radical feminists and socialist femmlsts
The debate is seen to be a definitional struggle over who will have the power to name the reality
'feminism’. The debate is seen to have fallen prey tc more wraditional, patriarchal methods and structures
| of political debate. The/sn'ucune of the debate often supercedes the more substantive issuss. Reasons for
the debate are attributed to feminists’ inability to look beyond cibmmam modes of polmczl debaie, to

problems with feminist praxis, and to feminists’ inability to adequately addrees the issue of feminist ethics,



B - ' Q .
accept their limitations and open themselves ® change.
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INTRODUCTION -

.
¥

In recent years pornography has not only become a major ‘cause’ championed by the woxnen's
movement but a divisive issue within it. The feminist movement in Canada and the United States has

been engaged in an intense andoften vitriolic debate about the issue of pornography since thé carly 1980s. *

T-he debate among feminists about pornography has become increasingly polarized around such questions

. as the nature and role of sexually explicit imagery, the hature of female sexuality, and the role of the state

/

m the regulation of sexual imagery and practlces

A

This thesis will examine the signiﬁmnoé of the feminist debate about pornography in Canada. I

will anempt to unpack the debate, to explore the various feﬁnmst discourses around pornography, in

: order to reveal the many levels of meaning within it. In this thesls I will pose and attempt to answer the

followmg questions: How did the femlmst debate about pornography develop in Canada? What were the
events that led to and helped to perpetuate the debate? What major positions have emerged w1thm the /,(\
debate" How do these posmons define pomography and censorsh1p‘7 What are their underlymg -
assumptions about sexuality, power, and the role of the state? What is the nature of theﬁcriticisms tnnt
characterize the debate? What does the debate about pornography reveal about the state of the fexmmst
enterpnse" What are some of the causes of the debate" How has the debate about pornography

impacted upon Canadlan femlmsm" By explonng the fem1§1st debate about pomographv and at:tempung

to answer these questions I hope to provide a more thorough understanding of trends ynthm Ca.nadlan

-

feminism t0day. gt
[

-—

This thesis is based on an examination of articles from the Canadian feminist press and feminist
academia concerned specifically with pornography over‘ the past two yea,rs selected articles published *
earlier in Canada and the United States, and Canadian, American, and British books on the issues of
sexuality and pornography. Six in-depth interviews with prominent Canadian feminist activists as well as
experience gathered as a participant observer at several feminist conferences concerned with the issues of

pornography and sexuality also provide material for analysis and interpretation.



In the first chapter, entitled "On Unpackmg the Debate Theory and Methodology Twill dlscuss
the theoretical tools and specxﬁc reséarch methods that have guided me m this study Thcse tools are
drawn from the areas of dxsoourse analysis and feminist methodology Both of thm areas are bneﬂy
rewewed Th1s chapter also includes a discussion of the matenal that has prov1ded a basxs “for this study; \
I will also present a ‘methodological confession’ in which I plan to discyss my reasons for undertaking this -

study and the goals of the study.

v i . s

in the second chapter, "The Canadian Debate: A Contexwalization’, I will chronicle the
development of the feminist debate about pornography in Canada from 1977-1986. In order to better

orient the reader 1 will also provide a very brief historical review of feminism. In this chapter 1 will focus

primarily on the events as they have occured in Canada; events wnhm the Temim Gl nited 3 - |
States are included only when they have had direct unpact upon the debate in Canada. Itis hoped that ‘ /

this chapter will provide an historical context and grounding for the analysis of the debate that follows.

Therthird chapter "The Arguments’ will explore the major positions which have emerged in th:'
debate about pdmography. In each case I will look at lhow pomogfaphy is being defined, what its harm is
"seen to be, whal its function is; what kinds of proposals are made to deal with pornography, and how
these proposals are meant r.o,be implémentc'd I will‘also review each position’s underlying as"sumpu'ons‘
about the nature of power, sexuality, and the role of the state. This exposition will provide‘a basis upon

which further examinalign of the debate might be undertaken. . : T e

In the fourth chapter, entitled *The Debate: An &Imerpr.etation’, I will review the criticisms and- “ o
accusations that have been exchanécd between the positjons:in the debate about pornography. 1 will élso
analyzé the similar structures of the criticisms. This examination ﬁll help to reveal'and will lead 10 a »? “
discussion of the fundamental differences betweén the positions in the debate. 1n the second part of this

ébapu:r I will discuss these differences which concern the definitions of patriarchy, ideology, feminist

praxis and feminism itself.

Lot
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- - In the fifth and final chapter "Thoughts on the Debate’ I will rerez tmim questions posed in the
fuszchaMmd will attempt to answer them. 1 will speculate as to the nature of the debate and the
reasons for it specific development. 1 will also discuss the limitafions of each position's argument.and
will review some ‘ways in which they might be improved. Some of the causes of the debate will also bé '
explored. Finally. 1 will examine and speaﬂau:as  the impact of the feminist debate about pormography
on Canadian feminism -

Through the course of these chapters it is hoped that the quwﬁggﬁs powd above méht be answeredi:
By 'unpacking" the debate and exploring thc levels of meaning wz’&ﬁn it the nature of and reasons for the
debate might also become clear. It is also hoped that the significance and implications of the debate for

the present and future of the Canadian feminist movement might be better understood.
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- CHAPTER1 | o

ON UNPACKING THE DEBATE: THEORY AND METHODOLOGY \\

|

- | ]
There are rwb':spedﬁc types of theory and methodology that haved influenced this work. Tﬁe ﬁ*sl area

involves the odmcpts of 'discourse’, 'language’ and 'power’ as they are currently defined and empjoyed in

the fields of communication theory and socio-linguistics. These concepts form the theorepical basis of a

mctho?i—ology known as 'discourse analysis'. Theasocoqd area concerns feminist methodology and \s based

- on the work of such feminist theorists as Jill McCalla Vickers, Barbara DuBois and Renate Duelli klicn.

, |
In the first section of this chapter | will present a brief discussion of the concepts of |
d;scourselanguage and 'power’. 1 will also pose some questions based upon these concepts that will
hclp w0 fac:ilitatc the cxptom;ion of the feminist debate about pomography and censorsﬁip. 1 will b,rlu'cﬂv
d:sanss the methodology of discourse analysxs and evaluatc its contribution o this study and its hmnﬁuons,
Dlscoursc analysis prondcs some useful theoretical pnnc;ples but is hmlted in its use as an applied
mcthodology. This evaluatipn will lead naturally to the second section of the chapter: an explorauon}\of
feminist methodology andvi'zs influence on this thesis. | ¢ o ‘\‘

: g
Some notes on discourse, language and power

The c:onccpts of discourse, language and powcr havc been dcvclopcd and applied to the social world by

many theorists from different disciplines. | nqvc drawn from the work of French phxlosophcr Michel

- Foucault, soco-linguist Gumcr Kress, and sapal theorist John Thompson By provxdmg a summary of

\
these concepts | hope o0 introduce some use{ul vocabulary for this study and to pose some questions that | \\

mught guide the exploration of the debate in the chapters to-come. ¢ -

s
e
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The concept of discourse is not a static one, but rather one implying rclauonshxp and exdmnge

~The Oxford Dictionary dcﬁncs discourse as both a verb: "to talk of, converse about; to tell narrate,
relate”, and a noun: "a spoken or written treatment of a subject”. In cither sense the concept 'discourse’

is rooted in language, in the acts of spe&kmg and writing and implies a communication process.

French philosopher Michel Foucault has expanded the traditional aspects of ’discourse’ in his work
and has provided a more intricate and, indeed, more political rendering of the concept. For Foucmht -
discourse is the process behind any act of communication in which meaning is created. Karlis Racevskis

defines it as "the praxis of thinking"

Ccﬁual to the concept of discourse and fund;mcmal to its existence is language. According to
Foucault, language is a purely arbitrary process of signification, a "p;m: invention” that fills up the
‘absoluté vacancy of being”.’ It cannot represent anym;gg outside of itself; therefore language 'speaks’ us,
is constitutive. Foucault states that the separation of words from things - this oonfusxon of logical types -
produces a gap, or false reiation, within which discourse can grow and upon which it can play and
therefore present its form as reality. Discourse occurs at the same time as language becomes formalized

and normative; they shape each other.

’Trudg’ seems possible only because of the fundamental error implidt in an understanding of
language as resembling or being the same as reality. The formulation of this 'truth’ and the forms of
questing for it characterize the discourse of an age. Dommam ways of thinking are both structured by
and aruculaled through discursive practices. Books, statements, speeches, documents, any "residual
materiality®’ - things traditionally called discourse — that exist to record and be read are reflective of the
dpmin.am discourse and constitutive of discursive practices. Discursive practices are, more generally, any
form of human negotiation of and for meaning. According 10 Foucault, no meaning exists before

discourse.* Consequently, no concrete reality exists before language occurs to namc it

Sociolinguist Guhtzr Kress elaborates Foucault’s definition of discourse and makes it more specific.

He attaches the concept of discourse as defined by Foucijé/h io social institutions and claims that, as



members of a particular society, there are many different kinds dxsoours&s at play in our hvm " discourses
are systernatically organized sets of statements which give: expmon to the meanmgs and values of an’
institution”.* Specific dxscou:ses. such as the discourse of capnahsm, the dlscourse of christianity, the
d:scourse of sexism or the discourse of racism, define, delimit, and dcscnbe what it is poss:ble 10 see and
not see, sayandnotsaymallarwsofhfe/\ '

A discourse provides a set of possible statements about a given area and orgaﬁizw and. gives

structure to the manner in which a particular topic, object, process is to be talked abouL, in
that it provides descriptions, rules, permissions, and prohibitions of social and individual actions.*

9

Kress also points out that different kinds of discourse compete for dominance within the social
world; each discourse attempts to bring its "truth’ to prominence by colonizing larger and larger areas‘ of
social life. These competitions "cnéure continous shxfts inq movements” in the public attitude and
consciousmess. The specific discourses of an age atiempt 10 bring their truth to the foregrpund by |
purporting to "reconcile all of the contradictions, misrmtghes. disjunctions, and discontnuities”* in their
expla.natidns of the world. They "strive towards total and encompassing accounts in which contradictions
are rtsolved or at least supnrcsscd" "that which is social” is made to "seem natural and the problematic”
is made to "seem obvious™'*. If a particular discourse is understood as common sense, as being the way
of the world, then it has been successful in its attempt to E:blom'ze the socialvmind. The deployment of

* discourse, then, must be seen to be 2 political activity.

Foucault's concept of discourse and discursive practices as embodied negotiations of and for
;neanm& and Kress' contention that several discourses compete for dominance within society, pave the
way for a consideration of relationships of power as they exist through discourse and language. In his
book Studies in the Theory of Ideology theoretician John Thompson proposes some helpful insights into

the relationship between power and language. '

Thompson stipulates that in order to conduct an analysis of any text, to discover its meaning, it is
necessary to understand first that "meaning is not a fixed and invariant given, but..a Ructuating

phenomenon™.?'’ The meaning of a text is determined not onl& by its internal makeup but by the



contextual conditions of its production, dissemination, and consumption. The determination of what a text
means, therefore; is often an area of struggle and conflict: "‘differeht groups or individuals have a
different capacity to make fa meaning stick".”* In all likelihood, in our sdcipty, ag'ents‘ of dominant soclal

institutions will have more power to make a meaning stick than any other individuals.

M According to Thompson, the struggle for meaning is the most important and fundamental éu'uggle ‘
in human life; to determine the meaning of a thing is to claim powe; over that thing, and its reality, and,
by the same token, felaﬁons of power are sustained by differént battles over meamng As any su'uégle
implies domination and subordination, it is necessary "to study the ways in which meaning (signification)
serves to sustain relations of domination.™** Thompsori labels this process the study of ideology. thmult

and others call it discourse analysis.

Language, according to Thompson, is the principal vehicle for signification, the primary medium
through which meaning is negotiated. Since discourse and/or ideology, as we have noted abové,lr is
" inextricably bound © language, we must come to understand language - the particular ways in which we
name our world - as "an instrument of power™". Language is deployed by certain socnal institutions in
ord}:r 0 perpétuate‘ their discourse or ideology. In light of this it becomes clear why mucﬁ of discourse

analysis is concerned with linguistic analysis.

Language, power, and c%iscou‘me‘are. for these theorists, three int:rconnected concepts. Since
meaning is indeterminate and constantly in flux, control over the meaning of something is a fundamental
form of power in our world. Relations of power aré embodied and maintained in the strugg]e for the
determination 6!‘ meaning,‘ This struggle is most often articulated through language and it is most often
concerned wi'Lh language, with the naming of reality. In this way language is power. Tﬁe struggle then is

pi’imarily ideological and political, a battle over discourse, over which framing of experience will prevail.

These concepts of language, discourse and power provide a way in which we might come to
understand public debates. How do the concepts of discourse and discursive practices apply to the debate

about pomography and censorship? What does John Thompson’s discussion of power and language
;

#
~J



revedl about the fundamental nature of the debate?

It will be useful to consider each position in the debate as a distinct discourse competing for

b S

dominance. We might alSo see the debate as a struggle for meaning, for the power to name reality. In
" this case we must closely examine each argument. What does each discourse include and-exclude in their

©

definition of the world? If we agree that dominant institutional discourses constrain and hmn what is
visible, what is considered ;;roblemat:'“ and what we are ablé to discuss, then we muist consider how the
debate about pornography and censorship reflects these cénstraims and limitations. Simply, if we are 10
conceptualize ther debate as a definitional struggle, a struggle over whose discourse or ideology will
prevail, then it is necessary to employ a method of analysis' based upon these concepts af "discnrire’,

-

'power’ and ’language’. This method will be explored in the next segment.

Some thwg;lts on discourse analysis )
| Discourse analysis as a method of reseaxéh is tTecorping more vast and complex with each passing day.
‘John Thompson, however, provides a useful approach to the study of discourse that is based upon the
Lheoretiml. principles ohtlined ab:):/e: Thompson makes Lh;: point, and 1 agfee. that any kind of discursive
practice is "already an interpretation”.** To aaeﬁ/jpt to analyze discoqrse is,therefore,"to re-intepret a
pre—interpreted domain".!” Thompson emphasizesn the fact that any interpretive process is, fundamentally, '

creative. Any ana]ysis of discourse is simply another discursive production, a creative re-production, if

you will, of the object of analysis.

L

Thompson objects to the mdre traditional and formal types of discourse analysis, such as semi‘otjcs.

which are based solely on ’texts’ and focus primarily on the way language is used within them. He feels
these inethods assume that meaning is implicit in the text, and ignore the fact that meaning "is determined
as much by the contextual conditions of its production and reception as by the syntactic features of its
construction”.!* Thompson states that these g}t‘:thods of tex}JJaJ analysis "could never be more than a
limited and preliminary stage of & more cﬁi;lp;ehensive ‘mteﬁreu’ve theory".!* Thompson then provides an

outline of an interpretive methodology he claims will render a broader and more in-depth understanding

N

4



of the power-plays of discourses.

' This intepretive methodology has three stages. The first stage Thompson calls ‘social analysis’. In
order to be adequately understood , discourses must be situated or contextualized in the socio~ecohomic
and historical 2oonditions in which they were produced. In this part of the mtgpreﬁve process Thompson
feels it is nece;sa;y’?o examine the interactions of individual agents of discourse and other agents and the i
interplay hetw»een"\these agents ano dominant institutions. These ouestiong must be asked and answered;
what social condmons gave rise to the discourse being studied? How do- t.hese s?a.l condmons meact

upon or help to determme its meaning? : it
&

. The second stage in the ihtérpretjve process is called ’discursive analysis’. This stage is concerned
with the texts or discprsive practices through which the discourse ’speaks’ or makes itself manifest.
During this siage of interpretation an anzlysis of the language used in these texts is conducted. The |
narrative structure of the texts and the formr's of argumentation used must also be examined. According to
’f‘hompson the third stage is interpretive; the point at which the results of the analysis conducied are -

collected and constructed into a creative "projection of meaning”?° by the analyst.

. This very bnef and simplified summary of Thompson’s intepretive methodology based on the
concepts of language dlscourse and power outhned above, provides an interesting and useful framework
for the study of political debar.es. Thompson’s points about the need to contextualize discourses, and the
undeniably interpretjve,nanh'e of discourse analysis are Hﬁreil taken. The first and third stages of his
methodology will be employed in this thesis. The second stage of his memooology involving the.ana]ysis
of argumentation will also be employed. The analysis of narrative structure and of language proper,
however, cannot be undertaken here. The bulk of the literature reviewed for this study is simply too great
1o attempt a thorough linguistic analysis of every text that deals with the debate. More to the point,
however, it is necessary to bear in ming that this debate has not occurred solely in print, as a"’text’_. This
debate is a negotiation of and for meaning, for the power of naming that has taken place at feminist

meetings, conferences, and discussion groups, in the feminist press and art community, and .in the hearts



N

and minds of thousands of feminist women throughout the country. In order to succesfully "unpack’ this
debate and come to terms with its Sigm'ﬁmnce the methodology used must reflect this fact. I have%ﬁ‘dsen
not to pufsue a textual analysis of the debate in this thesis as I feel that the analysis of texts alone is not

an appropriate way to reach an adéquate understanding of so.complei a social phen;ﬁmenon. !

»

Some limitations of discourse analysis

The method of discourse analysis outlined above is useful but limited. Thompson does not discuss how
the analyst might situate herself in relation to the discourse being studied, or how she might interver{c,
through her work, to change the power relau'onslﬁps she is studying. Thompson recognizes the highly”
intcpretivernamre of this kind of analysis, but does not make it clear that the analyst is inextricably tinked

to the object of study. The analyst has "no transcendemél ground from which to contemplate the process

- of which he is irretrievably a part”.?!

“.  As theory, then, Foumult’s,';Kljess’, and Thompson’s work on the interplay of lahéauge, powet anél
discourse is highly suggestive, as method,“ﬂhowever, it is extremely difficult to operationalize. In order ié
’get at’ the dominant discourse or relau'oné of power, disciirsive practices must be analyzed in tlieiro
‘residual materiality’. Any documc?nt being analyzed must ‘be seen as a negotiation vfor relations of power
set in motion by individual‘s who a;e const_iu‘gted by the dominant discourse and who are destined t(;

| reconstitutet itin their negotiation. The individuals come to the negotiation with a set of resources and

conventions which are themselves reflective of the power relations in society.

The extreme relativism of this conception 'of "discourse’ does not allow for a place within which &
social analyst may make a judgement. At best her assertions are highly limited, themselves indicative of
the relations of power which are, according to Foucault, not causal but u‘biquimus. This relativism in
theory seems 10 transléte intb self-reflexivity @n method. The anaiyst is thrown back on ‘herself, forced 0
make an analysis of her own discarsive practices. While this may be helpful; it may also be conténded

\-‘

that the actual thing — paper, document, novel - that is being analyzed will reveal a similar tendency

N

toward self-consciousness. Foucaul’’s unwillingness 1o posit a reality before language is reflected in the

L3
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regults of analysis based on his conceptualization of discourse. There can be no true assessment of a
physical reality "out there’ , only an acute consciousness of the limits of language and a distrust of the

ek

systerns of knowledge that underlie them.

Stated simply, then, these concepts are Ver_y helpful as tools of analysis of a given reality, but they
f\c'znnot serve to aelp to change the redlity being descnbed because t!iéy do not adequately consider the
role of the social analyst herself. 1 maintain that if we understand all claims to 'truth’ o be socially
constructed through the power-—plays ?f dxsoourses as Foucault does, and if we understand the analysis of

- discourse to be a creative, mterpreuve prOJect an} not a%alue—free or ‘objective’ one, as Thompson does,
then we must also agree that the roﬁe of the analyst is vital: Her interests, preconceptions, and thoughts
~on the object of srudy most deﬁmtely help 10 determine the results of the study and, consequently must be
~ made explioit I contend that tﬁe choices au analyst makes in her methodology and the .questions she
poses r.o the object of smdy are necessarily polmml choices insofar as they reflect her position,
expenences and interests in the social world. It seems obvious that the interests of social analysis would

be better served if these political choices are made clear at the beginning of a study.

_ If we accept the relativism of Foucault et al’s formulations then our roles as social analysts are
doomed to be highly self-reflexive and limited. Social analysts have an obligation to enter this
hermeneutic, or interpretive circle with a methodology in hand that will reflect political concerns and holp

to bring about change.

" 1 will now discuss the specific political and personal interests that have influenced this study. To
begin ] will discuss some of the tenets of feminist methodology which have guided this work. I will then
make a "methodologial confession”?? in which 1 will make my political choices clear and will discuss the

goals of this thesis.
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Notes on Method | /
o

Feminist methodology ‘ : /

The development of feminist theory has been ongoing since the early"years of the second wave of
the fem‘im’si movement. As a part of the struggle toward liberation feminists have attempted to deterrr_ﬁne
the ways in which patriarchal biases have been written into dominant modes of perception and
understanding. Feminist theory has attempted to assess the ways in which these biases are mainfested
acrosg disciplines. Most importantly, however, feminist theory has presented explanan'ons of patriarchy,

and has tried to come to_terms with the implications of women’s widespread oppression.

‘ An important part of the feminist project has involved the critical and careful examination of the

histdry of knowledge. Although this\a{chaelogy is by no means complete, it is now very clear that most

' \\
knowledge and scientific *fact’ has been determined by and oriented around the male subject. Feminist
t N :

theoIst Jill McCalla Vickers calls it "the rationalist uad}ﬁéﬁx’“lle,.Eyelxn‘ Fox Keller has named it

"objectivist ideology’ ** both names refer to

| ;
, the presumption that the liberated man can transcend his passions, his prejudices, and even
 his death, through an elevation of his reason and a suppression of his non-reason.*’

. Many feminist theorists ivould agree with Foucault’s concept of discourse and the social
conséuction of *truth’, as well as with Thompson’s point about the validity and necessity of the —-
mter;;retive process in social research. There has been a large amount of feminist criticism ﬁmn that
deals%with the "truths’ of traditional scientific metﬁod and its claims to be ’value-free’ and ’objectiye’.}?
Many; feminist theorists would also agree with Gunter Kress’ contention that discourses compete for
domiﬁflance in the individual and public mind. Feminist theorists, however, would add one important |
qualif%cation to these descriptions of discourse; they would insist ﬂ;at patriarchal or sexist discourse is the

\ . . . .
most prevalent and dominant discourse in society.

'Feminist critics contend that "the male perspective throughout (the)...disciplines is

overri:ing...unquestioned, axiomatic".?’ Critic Barbara Du Bois describes what she calls "the androcentric
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fallacy wh;ch sees the *person’ to be male only and, oonsequently. defines the female in mlauon to the

o

male. she is s appreciated only by vmue of what she is not (18 In the world of the academy and indeed in all

other worlds men alone have the power to ‘name” reality, and to determme how the rest of us are to name

it Therefore, "the androcentric pexspécﬁve has rendered women not enly unknown but unknowable”. **

According to feminists such as Barbara Du Bois, Kathryne Pyne gddelson and Renate Duelli klein,

. values and moral assumptions about the world are deeply embedded in the determination of what

constitutes a research question and in the development of research plans. Klein simply states "the
questions ‘we ask determine the answers we get”.*® And, those questions do not emerge from some
distilled, neutral and ‘objective’ mind, but from a mind that lives in the social world and has been
constructed by it. They argue that most research projects and their accompanying methodology only serve
to reinforce the dominant discourse and social conceptions of reality.* Science critic and feminist Brian
Easlea claims, in his book Liberation and The Aims of Science, that ’
the problem—solving activity are inherently political acis. A {emsal

e determination of ’problems’ and
adm;t this fact on the part of the
researcher is also a political act; it gives tacit'approval to the d t discourse and the prevailing
systems of knowledge and "prevents awareness of the possibility of radical change”.*? The researcher who

does not acknowledge the necessity for social responsibility and political commitment in his work is not

 defending 'truth’ and ’objectivity’ but is simply performing "an ideological service in favour of the status

Jean-Paul Sartre‘,’ connected intimately for many years with the outstanding feminist scholar, "itic

{

and novelist Simone de Beauvoir and a philosopher in his own ﬁgﬁL makes a similar distinction between a

_ researcher who serves the status quo and one who questions it m his essay "A Plea for Intellectuals”.

"Technicians of practical knowledge’ are members of socncty usually simatéd in the academy and

educational institutions. They are people who are "implicitly entrusted with the task of transmitti
received values...and if necessary combatting the ideas and values of all other classes, by deployi

specialized knowledge".** They are agehts of the dominant discourse. i

13



According to Sartre, technicians of practical knowledge are usually drawn from the ranks of the
middle class but are required to represent the valu&ziof- the upper class. The technician is "a middle man,
a middling man, a middle class man. The general ends toward which his activities lead are not his
ends".’* The technician is forbidden to question the ends which he serves even though he must, being
' ‘from the middle class, rmﬁze that they are foreign and false for most members of society.l Thé 'wchnician
performs the task of resolving the contradictions and holes in the dominant discourse he is sérving and
works 1o give it the appearance of unity and cohesiveness. It is in this way that "science...becomes |
ideology"“, “the technician who creates inventions for all men (becomes)... simply an agent of the
pauperization of the working class”.’” Sartre contends that the technician has two options. He can éccept

*

the dominant ideology and renounce his ability to question the world. Or, he can refuse "to be a

subaltern agent of bourgeois hegemony"** and become an intellectual’.

The function of an intellectual is to question the world, herself, and her place in the world. The
intell?:ctml "attends to what concerns him (in exteriority - the principles which guide the conduct of his
life; and in interiority — his lived experience in society)”.>’ The work of the intellectual means nothing,
according to Sartre, without self-examination:

True intellectual investigation, if it is to be free from the myths which obscure it, implies a .

traversal of research through the singularity of the researcher. The latter needs to situate

himselfin the social universe in order to be able to grasp and destroy within and without

himself the limits that ideology imposes on knowledge...the intellectual’s thought must

ceaselessly turn back on itself in order always to apprehend itself as a singular universality.*®

This definition of intellectual investigation bears a striking resemblance to the desires and goals of
those feminist theorists concerned with methodology. As is the case with Sartre’s 'intellectual’, feminist
methodology is born out of a realization of the ideological constraints of traditional academic practices.*!
Barbara Du Bois writes: , .

Our work requires that we see things in context, that we understand and explain our

eventful, complex reality within and as a part of its matrix. It is only within its matrix that

“experience, reality can be known.

And this mauix includes the knower.*:

Feminist researchers and Sartre’s intellectual are concerned with more than just this realization, however,;

14



_ they also seek to destroy the consu'aints they have come to identify,

/ -

The goal of feminist research is not only to describe the world but to change it. Jill McCalla
Vlckers states that the feminist research, theory and methodology should strive toward "the complete
| "restructuring of human knowledge and human existence".** Renate Duelli Klein makes the distinction , as
Sartre does, between knowledge produced for the sake of knowledge and knowledge produced for the
sake of change She feels that "the goal of all feminist scholarship should bé to contribute to ending the |

oppression of women".

Fexmmst theorists also distinguish between research on women, research that has women as s its
object of study but employs a methodology based on androcentric values and research for women,
_ research in which the plight of women informs both the object of study and the methodology chosen. |
Research for lvomen "aims at being instrumental in iruproving women’s lives".** Simply, it is not |
sufficient to shift the focus of research to women, our entire way of looking"must be changed as well:

informed with an understanding of the limits of patriarchy.*¢

As stated above, these feminists believe that the questions a researcher asks determines th kinde\c?f ;

- results found:
If the starting point in scnence—makmg is the posing of & meamngful problem or questio;
 then what is scientific in method is to address that question in the manner and terms most -
consonant with its substancerandmost hkely to lead to relevant answers.*’
If the goals of femxmst research are women'’s hberanon from oppressmn and socxetal chang then the

A,

methods chosen should reflect these goals.

Femlmst theorists Jill McCalla Vickers, Renate Duelli K.leln and Barbara Du Bois make suggcshons
abbut the ways in which femlmst Tesearch m@t further the cause of women. The most common of these
suggestions involves the consu_leranon of the role of t.heresea:cher, an-assessment of ller interests in and
reasons for undertaking the study. In this wa}' feminiets attempt to redefme‘the concept of ”objecﬁv’lty’.
Objectmty is seen as a dialectical process involving the perpetual mterrelanons! of self-knowledge critical

self-reflection and empirical 1nqu1ry n As McCalla Vickers states:
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the usual scholarly principles of reliability, consistency, logical inference and honesty are\
maintained with the additional principle of the investigator oontu;ually testing the plausibility
“of the work against her own expeneno&s as well as the experience-of other womcn."

Feminist theon‘sts also suggest that the relationship between tﬁef reéea:chcr and those su‘bj'ccti .
involved in her study is of primary importance. The research'cf must not exclude the subject of‘rcsmrd{
froma full understandmg of the research and its goals. Duelli Kiein descnbm the dxalecncal prbcms sh‘e -

feels should occur between researcher and subject She mlls this process mxersubjccuwn L '

e

Y

..the r&scarcher (should) constantly compare her work with her gwn experiences as a women
and a scientist-and to share it with the researched who then will add their opinions to the
research, which in turn might change again.*°

Th¢ inclusion of the subject of study in the process of reéea:ch. by descn'biﬁg the purposes of the study

and sharing the resuits of it, seriously chaDenges traditional methods of and{dé;:nmc social science
—research. These feminists feel that doing this is mor¢ ﬁonest; not only \#ill it produce _nioreq sound resuﬁs.

but it reflects and écknowledges the dynamitsr‘ that are’always ihvdlveq‘in“‘any human relationship, no

matter how ’controlled’.
Some feminist researchers fecl%t.tiéib:it is important to use "such resources as intuition, emotions and
feelings both in ourselves and in those we want to investigate” * Feminist theorists also insist on

P

& g e
validating the authentcity of the experiences of those being studied, and on the need to understand them

in context. Feminist researchers in the social sciences argue against the simulation of experience in’
laboratories and experiments and suggest that their subjects be viewed in "the complex, rich and varied
world of human experience".*? i N

i ) ,{"

Feminist researchers, in other words, recognize the importance of context and the need 10 make

#

explicit the way in which t:h;,ir interests and experiences Lmight come to affect }hc study. 'ﬂméy provide thcA
reasons for the study undertaken. The role of the subjec} of the study is recognized as integral, as is the
relationship between researcher and subject: "feminist xhohmﬁp reveals\an)...aséumpdon that the
“knower and the known are of the same universe... they are not separable”.*’ Ferﬁinist research is also |

i

guided by the priniciple of ’honesty’. Feminist researchers strive to produce work that might further

i



feminis! ideals goals. mm:lwdomﬁ.mcmdhoddagymedmmm&mbmmmmymy
s of those people being researched or the integrity of the researcher herself.

" A Methadological Confession S
This work is writen from a feminist perspective.  This study emerged from a personal desire to come to-
:mm with the implications of the debate about pornography and ceasorship within Canadian feminism,

-

I watched the debate take shape and followed its dcvelovmc;zt But, as I did this I'became aware of
the fact that | did not feel comfortable wﬂh either side of the debate. Neither the anti-pornography
movement not the mﬁ-caaso:shiprpmiﬁcn completely rcprmﬂwd my perception of the issues. | felt
both positions had severe shorwomings. ] was also concermed about the vitnolic tone of thé debate and i
scosed there were many other feminists who shared these seatiments. As a resilt of these feclings and

_ experiences | .autmpmd to ‘unpack’ the debate, to reveal the limitations of each position , and to explore

4

some of the causes of what | perceived 10 be a crisis of understanding within the movement

The goal of this study is, simply. 0 facilitate an understanding of the debate itself. By conducting
this analysis, I would like to point oul problems within the feminist movement. 1 would also like to

LN

suggesl some ways in which the two sides of the debate might betier understand each other and reconcile,

if not resolve, some of their differences.

[ aih a feminist studying the feminist movement with a desire 1 help the movement evolve by
throwing it 1nto question. 1 situate mysell within the feminist debate about pornography and censorship
that | am anempling t; elucidate. | h:;:t a personal stake in understanding it and critidizing it because [
have a stake in ib; continuing evolution of the feminist movement, and in my own Kberation as a woman
within the system of patriarchy. Iam also a studcm:'ﬁth a large interest in producing work that will be
Jrespecied as academically sound, thoughtful, and provocative. | do oot see that these roles conflict
\R.aum. [ feel they are complimentary, combined u;u present an ideal opportunity 1o conduct the study

L being undertaken here.



I employed many different research mgtho&s in my attempt to understand this debate. ‘To begin I .
conducted a literature review of Vall of the am:clcs about pomoémphy in the Canadian feminist press over
the past two years. I mduded _;in this review articles from earlier years, and both Canadian, American and
British books by fcminists-m the subjects of porx;og"mphy', scxua!ity and cersorship. me hﬁs review |
extracted information al:tuoﬁl:thé events through which the debate coalesced, and about the nature of l;hfi

- positions in the debate. ) I also attended five conferences about the issues of sexualily:;;omography‘and i
censorship in both Toroﬁto? énd Yancouver ovcr«thc pas’ two years. By doing this | was given a chance to
meet and tlk with other feminists about the debate and the movement A was able to waich the
interactions between those feminist actuvists who claimed 1o represent feminist interests and Lhe)ir
audiences, the feminist omnmumn Through this form of participant observation I saw the dcbal; in

. action, in context and was able 10 interact and develop relationships with the subjects of my study.

I conducted four, two 10 three hour interviews with feminist representatives of the ‘
anu'—pomogrﬁpby and anti—censorship positions. 1 interviewed mﬁ-pomoémphy activists Susan G. Cole
and Jillian Ridington and anti—censorship feminists Varda Burst};n and Sara Diamond. | quésu'oﬁed them

=about the issues of pornogaphy and censorship, and their views on the namré of power, sexuality and the
ole of the state. 1 also spoke with them about their history inﬁ the women's movemer'. their goal’s and
desires for the movement, and their opinions about the nature of the debate, what they perceived their
role in it to be, and how they felt the debate might have im'pac:lcd upon the movement. kach parucipant
was informed as to the nature of my study and their suggestions for the sr.ud)—' were most definitely taken
into accounl Although each participant was askc:j the same set of qucsu'o_m; each had diffcrent areas of
interest and emphasis. And, since | viewed them as not only subjeczs of stud‘_v but as sources of
informatian, 1 cncou;agcd dialogue and di;rcssio?l during the interviews. | also drcwyfrom inl:{yiéws with
anti-pornography activists Megan Eillis and Kate Andrew that 1 had conducted two years previously for a
study of The Fraser Committee. The interview process was very elucdating; its fruits provided a wealth

of information and expenence which greatly facilifated this study.
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To summarize, then, I drew from my personal confusion and uncertainty about the issues of
pornography and censorship and from my concern forq the state of feminism and developed a plan for a
* study that might address these concerns. With the desire 1o both facilfiate an understanding of the debate
-and present potential ways in which the debate might be resolved I set out to present an analysis of it
The aﬁalysis of thi{cmnplex social phcmmegon required different methods of research. In order to
reflect the fact that this debate took shape and perpetuated itself ot only through "texts’ but through the

dialogue of ferninist women at conferences, meetings and discussion groups across the country, I
¢

conducted a literature review, eng;gcd in participant observation at some of these events, and interviewed -

prominent feminist activists through which the debate was given voice.

My research was guided by the concepts of 'discourse’, 'power’, and 'language’ as well as by the
suggestions of feminist writers on methodology. ’Unpackmg thjg debate represented a challenge to me as
a smdcﬁt and as a feminist just as I fee! the debate itself has présented a challenge o those in the feminist
movement: a challenge 1o look beyond the more supch‘icial concerns of pornography and censorship to
the deeper issues that underlie them: a chance to asse:Ss the 'present’ of feminism and. by doing so, make

plans for its future.

.t
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CHAPTER 2

hea THE CANADIAN DEBATE: A CONTEXTUAUIZATION

\

Some brief historical notes on feminism will be useful to orient the reader toward a better understanding

of the feminist debate about pornography and censorship in Canada. In this chapter I will attempt to tell

the story’ of the feminist debate about pornography in Canada; to chronicle the emergence and
development of the debate. Events are presented in chronological order and in a narrative structure.

This chapter is based upon a review of material in the feminist {)ress and the mainstream media as well as

private interviews and personal experience.

organizatidn of the workplace, the role of the family as the primary social unit Dwas changing. As a part of
this change women began organizing on a large scale. Perhaps the most notable feminist issues during the
repressive reign of Queen Victoria were those concerning reproductive freedom and sexual practice:
The terrain of #omen’s bodies, both in terms of childbearing and erotic pleasure became :
intensely politicized by all sides in the growing social upheaval and conflict over gender
relationg in the m'peteentb century.’
It was apparent that these issues were not only personal, but economic as well; as long as women d;'d not

have control over their reproductive functions, they would be unable to support themselves outside the

patriarchal institutions of marriage and the family.

It is interesting to note that in England at the turn of the century, two distinct strands of fenﬁnisrn .
emerged signalling major divergence of feminist posiﬁon,; on such fundamental questions as the nature of
gender relations, social reponsibility, and the nature and role of the state.? The most divisive issue within

F 3
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feminism in the early part of the twent;jéth century was "the problem of sex; how to define it, how it was

experienced by women and what to démand sexually from the‘fstate and from men."™

The first strand of fem1rusm was known as ’social purity’. This movement was made up of a
coalition of radical feminists, such as Josephine Butler, ax;d more conservative and fundamentalist
" religious forces.* These feminists believed that motherhood was sacred ox;ly when it wasrvolum’.a:y, but
th'ey endorsed only natural forms of birth cont:él. - They extolled the virtues of celibacy and did not
believe in sex before,.tﬁan‘iage. Christabel Pankhurst, an active social purity feminist gave voice to their
position on sex: "..*.'gex pOWeTs are given...as a trust to be used, not for... immomlify or »debauchery,\

v N
but...reverently and in a union based on love, for the purposes of carrying on the race™.* Social purity AN
: NN

ferninists made a clear aistinction between love and lust. Men propagated lust, and had ’unnatural’ sexual \\\
B ‘\\

drives. VD was seen as the punishment for male promiscuity and, consequently, wives were innoceht
victims of the abnormal male urge.’ As Juliette Heale pointed out: "What male creature below humanity
ever infects or abuses his mate?"® The social purity feminists:gained a large amount of public support for
their positions on venereal disease, and often worked with ;on and anti-feminist forces wheﬁ proposing

legislation regarding sexual practices.” As a result, the feminist element of this movement began

increasingly to give way to the moralist proponents. ,

The second strand of feminism that arose during the .éafly twentieth century was called ‘new
moralist’. This form of feminism was influenced by libertarianism, the emerging ideas of the ‘sexologisis‘,
and the "ethical socialism of figures such as Edward Carpenter”. ¥ These feminists opposed the institution
of marriage, but believed in "frec unions: monogamous relations that could be freely entered and freely

) left". * They believed jn the sepa&ation of sex fromqreproducn'on through the use of both naturat and

.. artificial forms of contraception. They :iso argiled for the importarice of women’s sexual pleasure: "sex”

was a natural function neéding exercise lke all natural functions™.'* Rebecca West, author and

spokééperson for fhe new moralists, contgnded that the r3pression of sexual practices was dangerous:
Many of the evils of our social sysiem spring from :he perversions that arose when all-

education...was in the hands of monks and nuns...And in the same way the lady-who is
simply the well-tepressed woman—-mav be a source of danger t» the state.!!
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The new moralist feminists were very critical of celibacy or spinsterhood and were often vitriclic in their
accusations against women who made those choices in their lives.!? As the new moralists were usually
- associated with bqhemianism,the art world, and left wing political groups, they were not able to garner as

much support or popularity as the social purity forces.

It should be noted that at the same time in Canada anc the United States similar trends were
occurring within feminism; social purity feminists were predominant  According to Carol Lee Bachi, in -
Canada: "...only a tiny fraétion of women's suffrage leaders were feminist first and foremost; most saw

votes for women more as a tactic to hasten the implementation of temperance and social purity...than as a

means to hasten equality for women".??

Thése two divergent strands of feminism during the first wave were fundament.}lly opposed to each
other. Although both grdups were striving towards the betterment of women’s situaﬁon in society, they
seemed to disagree, not only on ways of achieving this goal, but on what the nature of ’better’ might be.
Their differences seemed to lie in,their perceptions about female sexuali-ty, male power and the role of the

state.

Feminism’s first wave provides a strange foreshadowing of the debate about pornography and
censorship taking place at this ime within North Ameriﬁn feminism. In fact, the two strands from the
first wave ’social purity’ and 'new moralist’ bear a Suikjng resembiance tZ) the cur;ent anti-pornography
and anti—censorship ﬁositions The second wave debate is also concerned with the sanie issues as ﬂ}c

older debate: sex and the state. In any case, it will be useful to keep this‘sniall part of first wave féminist

history in mind as we go on to explore the modern debate in more detail. r ~

The second wave of feminism was born out of the social struggles that characterized the 1960s.
The civil rights movement, student ;ebellion, and the rise of the New Left were among the events that set
the context for the resurgence of the women’s movement. Several crucial texts emerged during this ime -
that remain, toothis day, "classics’ of the second wave of feminism: Betty Friedan’s The Feminist Mystigug,

Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics, Robin Morgan’s Going Too Far, Germain,e'}Greer’s The Female Eunuch, and
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Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex , as well as Simone de Beauvoir’s book, The Second Sex,
published ahead of its time in the 1950s. Gloria Steinem founded Ms magazine, and fictitious bra
burnings and women’s marches were frequent stories on the nightly news:

There were amazing things“happening, The dynaniic toward radical sisterly unity was very

strong in those days...the dynamic was of excitement..there was an incredible sense of a huge

coming to consciousness and with that came a sense of the possibility of something

different...the utopian moment was inscribed right into the moment of discovery of oppression.'*
The emphasis of the movement was on liberation from oppression through personal exploration, analysis
and explanation of patriarchy, and political action. This was summarized in the popular adage "The
personal is political’:

I had a sense that feminism was...an important set of ideas and we were living them out...it

was very difficult at that time to be doing coherent theory because we felt like we were

talking about everything ...We just knew that something was exploding in a very, very big

way... I felt as if I was a part of an explosion...] had a sense that women could do amazing
things together."

T he anti- pornography movement begins

By the mid to the late 1970s, in a charged political and economic climate, it seemed that feminism was
beginning 10 lose the momentum it had ;amered ir}#the early 1970s. It was during this time that
pornography came to the fore as a central issue within both Canadan and'American feminist
movements.’¢ In Canada an: the United Stafés the issue of pornography grew directly out of work that
had been done on the issue of rape and other forms of violence toward women. In an effoﬁ to come to

terms with the perceived unresponsiveness of the state to women'’s demands, feminists began to develop -

an increasingly in—depth analysis of male power in all its forms.

Susan Brownmiller’s book Against Qur Will was published in 1975. This work analyzed the nature
of rape from a feminist perspective. Brownmiller was among the first feminists to suggest that rape was
an issue of power and domination, rather than one of sexual frustration. Femninist theorists, Brownmiller

among them, suggested that in a patriarchal society any form of sexual expression informed and
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influenced by masculine aggrmveness was opprwsive to women. These feminists theorists were

attempting 1o politiciz'“é;thé concept of éexuality in order to empbag’ze the extent to which women felt
. . 5 . — .

brutalized and abused by men:

Sexual violence against women is not about sex, it is about power and control. Our culture’s
equation of sexuality with dominance and submission obscu.res this. Obscures the political
content of male hosnhty towards women.!’

In the context of women's consciousness raising, it seemed as though the naming of men’s brutality

became of fofm of power for women.

In 1976 a protest occurred against a billboard that stated "I'm black and blue gom the Rolling
Stones and I love it". The billboard provided the protesters with a perfect example of the linkage of sex
and violence. In 1977, attention was drawn to another example of this linkage: the film'Snuff. In this
film a »womvzm was apparently tortured and murdered for the sexual satisfaction of the male chararacters.
Women demonstrated against Lﬁe film across the continent. In San Francisco when a conference entitled
"Feminist Perspectives on Pornography " was h;ld, thousands of women participated in the first annual
’Takoe Back the Night’ march through the city;s red light district. The march, which is stll carned on
today, was seen to symbolize v(romen’s desir°e to reclaim their gafety ‘and their sexuality from the threat of
male violence. By 1978 groups sgch as Wofner_x Against Violence in Pornography and the Media aﬂL -
Women Against Pornography in the United States and Women Against Violence Against Women, in

Canada were established to bring public attention to the issue of pornography.*!

The intensive interest in sexual violence against women and.pornography revived the ﬂaggirfg
spirits of feminism. The emerging feminist analysis of sexual violence and pbmography at that time was
documented in books such as Take Back the Night , Andrea Dworkix;’s Pornography: Men Possessing ‘
Women and Susan Griffin’s Pomgmg 1 and Silence. Pornography was seen as misogynist propaganda:
women—hatmg linked in a dxrect way to ot.her forms of sexua] vxolence toward women. Regulation and

censorship were assessed as strategles for dealing with the issue of pornography. These contentious issues

set ofT heated debate, both inside a;id outside of the feminist movemcnt;‘ in Canada and the United States.
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Feminist analyms of pornography and violence against women took place in Canada as well as the
United States in the late 1970s and gave rise 1o a strong anti-pomography movement. Debra Lewis’ and
Lorenne Clark’s book Rape: The Price of Coercive Sexuality and articles by Susan Cole, Jillian Ridington
and Mymna Kostash reflected the development of this specifically feminist analysis of -pomogm;;hy. Rape ‘
crisis centres and homes for battered ‘wc_rmen were &cﬁbﬁshed across the country. Organizations such as
Women Against Violence Against Women (WAVAW) and MediaWatch, a group founded by feminists to
combat sex~role stereotyping in the media, became more involved wizh the issue gSf pornography. In
Toronto, Vancouver and other large urban céntres in Canada .demonsu'ations were held at pormnographic
movie theatres and red light districts, and newstands carrying pornography were picketed. Requests to .
boyobtt s\?res that carried sexuall;l ‘exp‘h'cit and violent material were also made. Spokeswomen for the
feminist perspective on pornography began to,get covel;age in the mainstream media. Pornography had
not only become the central issue within the feminist movement, but was rapidly becoming one of the

major social issues of the 1980s.

-

In Canada, in‘ 1978, the federal govemmenfe‘stablished a Parliamentary Standing Committee on '
Justice and Legal Affairs. A large part of its mandate was to consider revision of the obscenity section of
the Criminal Code. Lbrenng Clark and Debra Lewis went before the committee to offer their feminist
perspective on pornography and the traditioqal role of the state: "...porn has institutionalized the
repression of female sexuality and made acceptable the use of coercion and violence towards women and
children in the name of individual malewights."‘”" Lewis’ a'nd Clark’s appearance before the Commitiee
and their demands for a rewriting of fhe obscenity law gave rise to a debate between members of the gay
corhmunity and the feminist community. Gay liberationists felt sure that any form of censorship would
be used against gay literature and imagery. In their view liberation meant the freedom to read about sex
and to have sex in any way a person desired. This incident, which began as a debate between femi'ru‘sts
é.nd gay liberationists arouﬁd the issue of censorship and pornography, subsequently caused a major rift in
the ideological partmership between factions of the two movements which is still present today. It also

foreshadowed the upcoming debate among members of the feminist movement. The results of the
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Standing Committee 'from a feminist perspective were negligible, and the issue of amending the ob_soenity
law was temporarily dropped. ’ - o * ‘ | “ '

%

Not'a Love Story - the seeds of debage aré sown _ *

One of the major reasons for the widespread public attention to the issue of pe‘?nography was the
release in 1981 of the National Film Board production Not a Love Story: A Film About _g_gg;gm |
Thxs film was made at Studio D the women’s production unit of the Film Board by Bonnie Sher Klem

: The film follows Klein as she meets sex trade worker Lmda Lee Tracy at a Montreal smp club. Klein

* convinces Tracy to join her in an exploration of the pornography ‘mdusu'y. The film documents their

journey, and Tracy's transformation from a liberal stripper into a radicalized feminist. The film takés

. place in the red light districts of Montreal, New York Ci;y’;nd San’Francisco. Interspersed :ﬁm the

graphic display of all types of sexually explicit and violent material were interviews with American

feminist theorists Susan Griffin, Robin Morgan and Kate Millet. 'Not A Love Story was banned from.

public distribution in Ontario and limited to private screenings only. Klein and Tracy travelleq with the |

film across the country and held question and answer periods after the screenings. 1 contend that ﬁgg A
Love Story focused public attention ono the feminist perspective on pornography as violence against

women more than any other single event in Canada.

Not A Love Story may have succesfully drawn attention t)o ; ttemlmst peﬂspective of vpomography,iv
but its release and reception served another function as well. w?mm sectors of the feminist community as
well as the artistic and gay communities, especm.\ly m Ontario, there waé growing concemn about the |
corolla;ies of the feminist analysis of pomogéph); as embodied in Not A Love Story.?° Some women were
calling for legislation that would protect them from these images. At this time in Ontario, there was

widespread concern about the polmcs and actions of the Ontario Censor Board. - In 1980 and 1981 the

Ontario Censor Boaxd had seized artworks from ASpace and The Funnel Gallery in Toront. The Censor

Board had also forced Fuse magazine to cancel an exhibition of video documentanes critical. of the

. advertising industry two days before they were scheduled to be screeened. The Board deemed the
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proposed screenings‘ to be public events and therefore subject t6 review by the Boarq at a fee of eight
hundred dollars. Fuse did not have the time or the fundg 0 submjt the videos for revi‘e;/ AJso in the
spring of 1981, the Board of Du'ectors of the Canadlan Images Film Festival in Peterborough Omano
were charged w1th violating the Ontano Theatres Act. The f&stwa] had decided to present a shon film by
B.C. expenmental filmmaker Al RazuUS And Now a Message from Qg; Sponsors... that pmcnlcd an
anu—mpltahst view of advemsmg The three minute piece had been banned by Lht Censor Board because |
it contamed scenes of explicit nudity: "It looked hke what was happening was that there was bcmg a

selective use of censorship 1o attack progressive cultural outiets or venues or events in Ontario."!

‘The Ontario Cénsor Board’s subsequent banning of Not A Love Story seemed to further illustrate
the point that state boards of regulation did not support work by ferinist, gay, or artistic communities.
These events prompted some feminists to question the wisdom of calling on the state for protection from

pornography. It was in this environment that the seeds of a feminist anti~censorship f Jsition were sown.

!

Rgd Hot Videa

.In the meantime, oiitrage was growing within women’s communities throughout the country ahout the

’

. apparently state sanctioned sale of violence against women in the form of pornography. Pickets and
. .

boycotts continued to be held, as well as intensive feminist lobbying for the amendmerit of the rape laws
in Canada. InJVancouver du;ing the suiﬁmer and fall of 1982 some women protested against the
proliferation of Red Hdt Video outlets in British Columbia. \yomen’s groups monitored the pomographic
video tapes that werenip the stores and brought tapes that they felt were in clear contravenuon pf the |
Crimina! Code to0 th; Folice and asked that the Crown prosecute. The local Crown prosecutor indicated
why prosecutlon was consxdered to be impossible: "When asked 0 nge his reasons he said; among other
things, that the acting in the ﬁlms was so med:ocne that they could not be taken seriously”™ '’ Repeated
attempts to persuade Attorney General Alan Wlllxams 1o act brought no results. The government would

not lay charges.
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" On November 22, 1982, near midnight, firebombs exploded at outlets of Red Hot Video in Surrey,
Ncmh Vnmm and Pont Cuqm’ﬂam Responsibility for the ﬁrebommngsmdumed by a group who
calied themseives The Wimthin's Fire Brigade. They issued a statement 1o the media after the bombings:
kuﬁ@hmﬁammﬂsmmdamﬁmmtpmmdpmﬁm
fram violence against wimmin and children. We are not the property of mea o be used and
abused.all lawful anempts to shut down Red Hot Video have failed because the justice
sysiem was created and is cuntrolled by rich men o protect their profits and property .we

'ml&mdmnnwlwmmesmmmmmm@ iliegal means. Tmsxsaxf
act of self-defense.”’ .

-

On January 7, 1983 police raided seven Red Hot Video outlets around the province and brought in
ten video pes 1o be prosecuted.  Attomey General Alan Williams established a special Crown Caunsel to
look into what had, quite suddenly, become for him, ghc ‘'probiem’ of pornography. Three of the ten
video tapes were found toviolate the obscenity section of the Criminal Code. Red Hot Video was fined

onc hundred dollars per videotape.

- Within the feminist community reactions 0 the bambmgs were mucd Many fcnumsts were besct
with the conflict between qmns and ends, the uses of violence against propcrry versus the uses of violence
causing phvs.tal injury, while others wondcmd who mosc wimmin' were anvwa) Ami—pomogmphy
fc:mmm felt that the bombings had. focuwd more atlention on the issue by the mcdxa and the state lhan

rd

any number o-f!cfcmmstmums; they had served a symbolf% function, conveyxpg 10 the world at iarge that
pornography cz;ngcd women to a point well beyond conventional female 'uppityness’. Other feminists,

" however, felt uncomfortable with the bombings and with the vitriolic tox;e of anﬁ';ponmgrﬁphy activists.
The bombings only increased these women's doubts about the strategies of the anti——pomégmphy ‘
mmcman * In mid-January po%m anwcd five people, three men mWo women, for the bombings of

the t"hcckyrl)unsmuzr hydro sub—stauon in July and the fircbombings of Red Hot Videc.
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During this time, in the summer and fall of %9‘82. in Ouawa, feminist lobby groups were attempting to
influence amendments o a;mpoéed new lav;' regarding rape. The extensive feminist analysis that had
taken pla:x around the issue of rape bad revealed that male attitudes towgrd rape and women’s sexuality
were ﬁi"nﬂy cntrcnchéd in the law.’* Women were consistently being subjected to humiliation on the
witness stand al rape trials. Oﬁr;n it seemed that the female victim was considered the criminal. ' Despite
a 1978 report from the Law Reform Commission advising otherwise, in 1982 it was still legally defensible

for a husband to rape his wife. As w'cll, according to legal definitions, a rape¢ was only conceded 10 have

occurred when proof of actual penetration could oe presented in court®

As passage of Bill C-127 became imxi;inent femninists worked hard 1o nﬁkc sure their interests were
heard. However, at the final hour, and in a final push to get the bill passed, representatives of the
National Action Commmee on the Status of Women and the National Association of Women and the Law
were forced to concede a very crudal issue for women: the defense of honest belief. The new law would
still allow consideration of this form of defense in which the alleged rapist could claim that he honesty
b;licvcd th; woman wanted 10 engage in sexual activities with him?®'. This issue was a linchpin in the
feminist argument about rape and sexual violence against women. According to this argument, in.
pamarchal society a man is "taugh{ to believe that when a woman says /‘:m’)'. she really means 'ves’ and,
therefore, he is often unable and unwilling t discern otherwise. ?* The fact that the government did not
concede o feminist interests on this issye seemed to indicate a lack of real concern with the feminist lobby

e
in general. s

The disappointment following the expernience of feminist lobby groups around the rape law led to a

deeper concemn with pornography and to an intensification of the anu-pornography movement Women

X . r
were being raped by men who believed ﬁt 'no’ meant 'yes', what put such ideas in their heads” Robin

-

Morgan’s statement that "Porn is the theory, rape is the practice’ must/paveubecn resonating loudly in the

Pz

minds of feminisT activists in the field of violence against women. Concern was also generated by this

experience regarding a recurring strategical problem: the role of feminists within the state. How could

3
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feminists remain uncompromised and resist the continuous pressure to play by the govérnment’s rules and

sﬁﬂ be able to bring about effective legislative changes for women?®

The Ontario Fiim and V ideo Appratiation Society

Meanwhile in Toronto, feminist and other alternative ar;ists took the Censor Board to court. The Ontario
Film and Video Appreciation Society , a coalition of video artists and art administrators, succeeded in
having the Censor Board's criteria for judging films declared unconstitutional. Previously the Censor
Board's guidelines had not been established in law. The n:;mbers of the Board were a;:pointed by the
Ontario government and were given a mandate to review material and judge it by "community standards’
which were in parnt detcrmmed by a yearly "Survey of Attitudes in Ontario™ conducted by the provincial
government. The films that were part of OFAVAS' case included Noj A Love Story and'a film by
experimental filmmaker Michael Snow entitled M Nephew. The Film Board required cuts in

these films where there were.depictions of sex and masturbation. OFAVAS claimed that the Board was

unable to appreciate the artistic and educational content of the films. The Censor Board appealed the

judge's decision 1o the Supreme Court of Canada where it is still awaifiﬁ;g judgement. The Board’s name
was changed, however, to The Ontario Film Review Board, and the Ontario government did establish in
law, in the Ontario Theatres Act, guidelines for reviewing films. The guidelines remain the same today as

they were previous to the OFAVAS case.

Many feminists in Ontario were growing ina'eas;ingly concem;é"about the seemingly random
powers of the Censor Board to ;;rohibit viewing of alternative gay and feminist materials. Although at
this point in the st;uggle against pornography feminists had not collectively come out in favour of
censorship, it agpw:ed that most feminists were in favour of some form of legal approach to the issue.
Usually this méam the rewriting of the obsgenity law to include the connection 6f sex with violence.’!
Feminists such as Susan Cole were mtroducmg the notion of 'regulation’ as being ”véry Canadian”. *? At
this time support for az“nénding the Cnmmal Code and opposition to prior censorship were not yet

contradictory positions:
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-.the Ontario Censor Board has contributed to ensuring that there may be inadequacies in
the Criminal Code of Canada. The Board’s practice of prior censorship intervenes between
the alleged offending depiction and the law, thus preventing the Criminal Code from being
used and, as is necessary, appropriately amended and strengthened.’ ’

m kS —4&’5\

The contradiction was soon to surface, however, as an anti-censorship position grew in opposition to the”

anti-pornography movement ) ¢

At this time other Canadian feminists were not advocating any kind of legal approach. They were
attempting to direct energy and attention to organizing grassroots boycotts, street actions, and sex "
education.’® The debate between anti-pornography women and feminists opposed to censorship had not

yet become full blown.

The Debate Heats Up: 1983-1986 * — . | T

T he establishment of the Fraser Commitiee

In June 1983 all of the feminist lobbying around the issue of pornography and sexual vioience, as well as
large amounts of public interest in and concern for the issue, seemed to have resulted in the appointment
of a Special Committee on Pornography and Prostitution by Justice Minister Mark MacGuigan. The
Fraser Committee, as it betame known, was chaired by Queen’s Consul John Fraser from Vancouver, and
was made up of three men and four women. 'I'hne Co}nmjnee published its lssues Paper in November of
1983 in which it outlined its terms of reference and its mandate. The Committee was appointed "to study
the problems associated with pornography and prostitution é.nd 10 carry out a programme of socio-legal
researcli™ as well as "to consider the problems of access 1o pornography, its effects and what is considered
1o be pornographic in Canada™.** The Committee held public ﬁean'ngs where any representative from a
community grou;; or any member of the public at large could present a brief. Feminist groups actively
participated in the hearings throughout the country. They presented a feminist definition of pornography,

the equation of sex with violence, and endorsed several types of legal action to control the problem.



The Barnard Conference
In the United ‘Stam during 1982 and 1983 anti-pornography feminists had been hard at woik to stop the
proliferation of, what they saw to be, degrading images of women. Splits in the feminist movemgnt with
regards to pornography and th¢ accompanying feminist analysis began to surface, howevér, in the eariy
1980s. "FHié Yebate within feminism intensified at the Scholar and the Feminist IX Conference at Barnard
College in 1982. The Conference was entitled "Toward a Politics of Sexuality’ and was meant to explore
the changing nature of "women’s sexual reality”.’¢ A variety of speakers had been schedqled to speak at ’
the conference, including proponents of a.lterﬁative sexual practices, most notably lesbian sado—
masochism. Anti-pornogrpahy feminists felt that the conference organizers had failed to include speakers
“frd; ;heir perspective, and also accused many of the scheduled speakers of advocating patriarchal forms
qf sexuality and of being anti-feminist /;nﬂtri;pomography feminists proceeded to‘picket and protest
outside the conference. So much controversy was generated that the college administrators seized the
conference program and reprinted it with all references to ;he college and funding sources delet‘ed".’7 It
became clear at this time Lhai the feminist movement in the United States was experiencing a deep and

fundamental division over the nature of female sexuality and the role of the state. These issues had come |

to the foreground as a result of the intensive work and analysis that had been 3onducted around the issue

of pornography.

The Barnard Conference provided a catalyst for the debate between,r_adiml, anti-pornography
activists and other factions of the women’s movement in the-Uniled States. It may be suggested that the
conference itself formally signalled the beginning of the debate.' Although most Canadian feminists
struggled to remain unaffected by the American MOil, the theoretical questions and connundrums about
sexual expression, ethics and the role of the state which were posed by the conference and articulated
~ through the collection of papers presented there entitled Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female
Sexuality, simply could not be ignored by feminists of any nationality. Both the issues addressed at the
‘conference about fernale sexuality and sexual expression and the implications of the controversy

suirounding them were far reaching and profound.



nature”, "woimen are presented in scenarios of degradation, injury, abasement, tortured , sho

The Minneapdlis ordinance
In the fall of 1983 Andrea Dworkin, whose book Pornogiaphy: Men Possessing Women had served
reference text for wonién'working on the issue, and Catpaﬁne Macl(innbnfa noted constitutional lawyer .

" . ) ‘
and feminist activist were hired by the city of Minneapolis to develop a civil rights ordinance Working

~ from the feminist conception of pornography as a farm of sex discrimination. They drafted what hﬁs

since become€ known as the Minneapolis ordinance.

In the ordinance pornography is defined as "the sexually explicit subordination of women,
graphically depicted, whether in pictures or in words, that also includes one or more of the following...." ’
The ordinance goes on to list nine instarces that would be considered pornographic inéluding: "women as

presented as dehumanized, as sexual objects, things or commodities”, "women are presented as /whoies by

as filthy

. or inferior, bleeding, bruised or hurt in a context that rﬂakes these conditions sexual”. According to the

ordinance, women would have recourse through the law to sue for damages against traffickers, distributors
and producers of pornography. As w‘gll, women who partjcibaled in the making of pornogr: _hy could

5%

. . also claim damages if they could prpv‘e that they had been coerced into the actions. Any women, man or

child who is physicaily assaulted in a way directly caused by pornography could also make A claim for
damages in court. The trafficking clause of the ordinance does not require that any specific harm to the
individual be proven, also, no exemp”p'an for mateﬁals with any claim to literary, educational or artistic

merit is provided.**

The ordinance was passed by the Minneapolis City Council but was vetoed by the mayor on
constitutional grounds. Other city councils however soon became interested in it. In Indianapolis

Republican City Councillor Beulah Coughenor was appointed to start an initiative around the ordinance.

. Coughenor, known for her anti-abortion and a.ntj-ERﬁ: positions, hired Catharine MacKinnon 1o work‘ on

its implementation. As it turned out, the major supporters of the ordinance in Iﬁdjanapolis were all
members of the Right wing, "Christian fundamentalists, Eagle Forum members, the Moral Majority...".*’

The ordinance was passed in the city; tweaty—-five Republicans voted in favour and ﬁvg Democrats voted
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against. It was soon taken to court, however, by a ccalition of artists, authors and booksellers in the area
"and deemed unconstitutional. In the meantime, it appeared as though MacKinnon and anti-pornography

ferinists had found some strange bedfellows in the members of the radical right -

Various versions of the ordinance were inu'odewd in W.soonsm, Los Angeles County end
Cambridge, Massachusetts during 1984 and 1985. Intensive anﬁj-porhograehy lobbying for the ordinance
had given birth to an opposition group within the women’s movelﬁent: Feminists Against Censorshipl
Taskforce. Chapters of FACT } were established everywhere the ordinance was introduced. FACT
succeeded in their efforts to prevent the ordinance fl'OI;l being adopted, but, at the'sam-ertime,\ debate
within the women’s movement about the ordinance grc;;f more intense and more ;riuiohc.

Anti-censorship and anti-pornography feminists remained heavily stalemated over 1ts use. In F,ebruaiy of
1986, howeve_f, the United States Supreme Court upheld the original ruling that the ordinance was
unconstitutional because it violated the right to free speech, laying to rest, at least temporarily, feminist

debate abm'n the ordinance itself.

The development of the lMinneapolis ordinance had repercussicms for feminist activists in Canada. .
Many feminists came out in strong support of the ordinance and worked to determine ways in which it
could be adapted to a Canadian context. Feminists such as Susan Cole and the members of The Working
Group on Sexual ‘Violence in}Vancouver endorsed amendments to the provincial and federal Human
Rights Codes to inelude pornography as a form of sex discrimination. In this way, they argued, women
could take their grievances before a Human Rights Commission . The financial burden would be carried
by the Commission as it would be up to the Commission to decide whett;er Or not to pursue the case. N
Anti-pornography feminists felt that by endorsing this type of action the goals of the Minneapolis
ordinance could be reached. Women would be empowered to take acﬁon against pqmegréphy without '

the interventon of police, Crown attorneys, and government ofTicials.*°

Another legal approach tp pornography supported by Canadian anti—pornography activists took the

form of art amendment to Section 281.2 of Lb_e Crimina! Code concerning Hate Literature. Feminists
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suggested that sex and gender be included under the list of *identifiable groups’ against which it is illegal |
to circulate literature promotir:g hatred. Pornography would then be defined as Hate Literature against
- women. Feminists suggested that this sectidn of the Criminal Code, rather than Section 159 co/nc’eyr’ning
obscénity, be the focus of any Crown prosecution of pornography. These sugg&sr.ioné“ wéf;,e’ndorsed by
____anti-pornography feminist groﬁps across the' copatry and appeared consistentiy in briefs submitted to the .

Fraser Committee.

The proposed'adaptzitions of the Minneapolis ordinance frightened those feminists who did not $
trust the state; those women whd: had been witness to the actions of the Oniario Censor Board. Increased
% e afnounts of legislation in the form of more systems of priér }estraint and,sr.if‘/f’er obscenity iaws seemed to
increase ﬁarassrhent for ‘gay, feminist anc other alternative communities. As a result of the proposed
adaptations of the Minneapolis ordinance, these women argued ag/ainst further state involvement in the

areas of sexual expression and sexually explicit representation.

e

-

, The Symposium on Media Violence and Pornography

= In February of 1984, a symposiunfl on media violence and pomogr;phy was held in Toronto. The
conference was organized by David Scott, and sponsored by the Action Group on Media Pornography, the
Canadian Cgalit.ion Against Violent Entertainment, and the Nat.iohal Coalition on TV Violence. Th= |
conference organizers had invited a number of experts on the %mpacx of pornography, as well as legal
advisors on the state of existing laws pertaining to pornography to speak. Among the guests were social
science researchers Neil Malamuth, Ed Donnerstein and Dolf Zillman, and.Crown prosecutor Peter de =
Julio. Dr. Everet Koop, Surgeon General of thé United States, was the keynote speaker. Andrea
Dworkin, Catharine MacKinnon and researcher Pauline Bart were the only female speakers at the
conference. The majority of the conference speakers were Ame;icm. At the beginning of the conference,
Scott admonished the‘vpam'cipams not to raise "potentially divisive issues such as homosexuality and

abortion".*!
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Severai feminist and gay groups had decided to boycott the cdnference beforehand, objecting to the
right—wing, ch_mde of many of the speakers, and the failure to in;:ludc in a substantial way
feminist interests in the issue, both pro and anti—censorship. Those boycotting handed out pamphlets at
the beginning of .the conferenoe explaining their objections. Half way through the conference however,
feminists in atnendance .-teahzed that their presence there was a token gesture. Recognizing that "the &
conference agenda lookegié a paradigm of sex stereotypes", *? the feminists, lead by Dworkin and
MacKinnon, decided to take action. During Koop’é keynote address women marched dpwn the aisles of

carrying a banner that stated "Women’s bodies, Women's lives, We decide’. MacKinnon

read otit a statement objecting to the biases of the conference, and Dworkin spoke to the members of the

/,dﬁﬁience stating: "If you love male supremacy and you abhor pornography then you don’t abhor‘

pornography enough to do anything about it".# The remaining female speaker Pauline Bart réfused to
talk about her research and spoke instead of her past personal experience with abortion and its link to her

present work on violence against women.

After the denionstraﬁon_‘fhe remaining speakers exhortegi r.he‘ women not to revert to violence in
their actions but to try alternative methods instead, like starvation protests.** David Scott said that he had
asked the women he had invited to speak to ’leave thsizgyns at home’. Many members of the audience

walked out during the feminists’ protest, including the chairperson of the Ontario Censor Board.**

The Symposium on Mev‘dig Violence and Pommphy elicited varied responses from the feminist ‘ '
community in Toronto. For the Women who had been engaged in fighting the Ontario Censor Board angl
who had pan:u:xpated in the original boycott of the conference the feminist demonstration during the
proceedmgs had come 00 late to avoid the "larger dynamic of feminist cooptation (which was) now in full
swing in the political culture as a whole".** In Toronto at this time many articles appeared in alternative
magazines such as The Bodyv Politic, Fuse and Borderlines blatantly opposing the apparent cooptation of
the radical anti-pornography feminists by the right wing. These feminists objected to the complicity
which seemed to exist between these camps regarding the Minneapolis ordinance, as well as to the way in

which anti-pornography feminists in Canada were advocating the use of legal mechanisms to deal with
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pornography without also specifying the potential dangers to the movement should the propbsed actions

~ be taken. Many feminist theorists were also developing critiques of the analysxs of patriarchy that
accompanied the radical feminist stance and objected to the fact that there appeared to be no ongoing - i
debate about these issues. They also objected to the fact that the public face of feminism was increasingly
being associated with the anti-pornography mpvement: "Chances are when a women goes to look for the A

fen{inism she’s heard about, that’s called her, she is particularly likely to encounter the \aptj-p()rnography

movement in some form or another"*’

Feminists Against Censorship

Although debate about these issues had been ongoing in the United States for a few years pr;vious t0 this
time, in Canada no organized opposition to anti-pornography feminism had yet been formed. Many
feminists working in the artts, as well as in left organizations had been objecting for some time to what
they called the censorship actions of anti~pornography workers in variou§ publications and at public
events around the country. It may be contended that the Symposium on Media ‘Violence served as a
catalyst for the organization of a definite opposition to anﬁ-pom activities in the form of Feminists
Against Censorship. Toronto arts critic and film teacher Varda Burstyn, along with several feminist artists
and activists, organized meetings and spoke at conferences. At these meetings they attempted to pointa mﬁjt
the dangers of censorship and state involvement in feminist pursuits and to present alternative actions thai
could be taken against pornography. The debate between anti~-pornography activists and Feminists
Against Censorship eventually proved to concermn more than just the issue of censprship. This will be

3

explored in the following chapter. |

The, Periodical -Review Board

In June 1984 , during the Fraser Committee Hearings in Vénwuver, it became apparent that Jimmy
Pattison, a wealthy businessman who had recently been appointed chairperson of Expo *86, was the owner
of Mainland Magazines, the largest distributor of pornographic magazines in the province. Pattison, who
was increasingly in the public eye because of Expo, went before the Vancouver City Council to propose

the establishment of a body to review all incoming magazines that might be deemed pornographic and to
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make reports on the suitability of the magazines for distribution. Vancouver’s Mayor Michael Harcourt
approved the plan and a meeting was held between the distributors, church groups and women’s groups to
determine the dature of what was subsequently called the Periodical Review Board.

The Pen'odieal Review Board oensists of thtee members from the community appointed by '
community groups. The Board is responsible to a community based steering committee and is paid from a
trust fund set up by the distributors but administered by the steering commitiee. The board’s duties
involve reviewing all the magazines that enter the province under the utle of "Adult Sophxstczt -The
m: gazines are reviewed for violations oL community standards and violations of Section 159 of the
Criminal Code. The board meets weeidy to compare notes. If two out of the three members agree ‘ﬂ;at a
Ppage or number of pages in a magazine meets the violation cq'teria, then it is noted down in the board’s
report. The final report of the board listing all of its findings is sent to the Attorney General’s Office and |
to Mainland Magazine. Mainland then sends copies to other distributors around the province. Canada
. Customs and the vice squad are also sent copies, as are concerned citizens groups throughout the provingé.
Once the distributors have a copy of the report it is up to them ie decide whether or not to follow t.he
board’s suggestions. Community groups who have copies of the reports can monitor the distributors’ /

actions, as can the vice squad, and if the dlstnbutors have not heeded the board’s recommendanons they

may be subject to prosecution by the Crown.

The Periodical ‘Review Board works in a much more indirect way than, for example;.the Briu';h
.Columbia Film Classiﬁmtjon.Boa:cL They have succeeded, however, in bringing about a form ol/
self-regulation for some of the magazine distributors in the province, as well as suoeessfuily bringing
' ‘errant distributors to court on obscenity charges. Jillian Ridington, who is still chairperson of the board
believes that "the amount of really violent pornographyv that’s out on the stands in magazine form has

decreased quite considerably throughout the province”.**

Anti-pornography activists and anti-censorship feminists alike objected to the establishment of the

Periodical Review Board. WAVAW, Rape Relief and the Vancouver Status of Women were concerned
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that the board might be a pelitical tool for JMy Pattison, as well as a way of enabling the Attorney
General to avoid takmg reponsibiltiy for the prosécut.iorg\of pornography under Section 159.
Axi'ti—pomography women félt, that fi \ ist participation on the Board woﬁld be rﬁisconstrued as adit _
approvél bj} feminists of most pornograp\ﬁic\ material. It was\‘fh‘elt that the Peﬁodiml Reyiew Board |
“functioned "entirely in the intere;ts of proﬁf"", and that the pornographers would a‘éree to the removal of
the most blatantly violent matenal bemuse it was "a small sdcrifice ...in order to appear concemed and to
silenqg the por,rtmgrayhy debate."** Anti—censorship women felt that the Md was simply a political
gesture, designed to assuage guilty liberal consciences with the guise of feminist approval. Ultimately it

was felt that the Board would serve little purpose.

Realwomen

Meanwhile, the Asgendancy of the right was confirmed in Canada with the landslide election of Brian
Mulroney and the}ProgIessive Conservative Party in the fall of 1984. Women’s organization’s, on both
the national and plidvincial level,.were concerned about the imminent budget cuts. There was growing
concern as well about the pew government’s commitment to feminist organizations and its apparent
susceptibility 10 a newly formed worﬁen’s coalition entitied "Realwomen; reélisu'c, equal, and active for

life", established by two Toronto women in February 1984. ..

Realwomen state that their needs are not being acidféssed or Qa]idated by the existing women’s
movement. Their organization espouses basic Christian iaeliefs and sees secular humanism to be the
enemy of society. They support the criminalization of prosﬁmdom increaséd family allowance,
homemakers benefits and government funded parenting courses. They are opposed to chg;ice on aborﬁon.
to homosexuality, affirmative action, universal daycare, no—fault divorce and equal pay f/or work of equal
vé]ue. They offer no in depth critique of pai&;;chy, but rather wish to ya]i@ate and gain endo;sement for
more traditional coriditions of womanhood. Realwomen claims to have a membership of 20, 000 women
across Canada. Altﬁough Realwomen has applied for federal funding, it has been turned down by the‘
Siécretafy of State’s Women'’s Program. At the moment they are hard at work lobbying in Ottawa,

criticizing government funding of what they claim to be ‘radical’ feminist organizations, and attempting to
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increase their membership across the country. Realwomen are opposed to all feminists and form a part of
the su'ong right-wing lobby in Ottawa for stricter obscenity laws. They appear to have found support for

their work in Jake Epp , Minister of Health and Welfare. 51

More Legislation

The spring of 1985-was a very active time for feminists as Section 15 of the Charter of Rights and
Freeddms came into effect, but it was Wy hectic for those women working around the issues bf
pornography and censorship. At this time Brian Mulroney and his government tabied an amendment o
the Customs Tariff Ac” The amendment was a clarification of the guidelines by which customs officials
were meant tosvjudge pornographic matenals entering the country. The amencimen‘ts were the result of a
federal Court of Appeal ruling stating that the old guidelines were vague and out-dated, based on notiois
of indecency and immorality. The new guidelines were very specific and aﬁpeared to comply with what
had then come 1o be recognized as feminist definitions of pornography. The amendx;lent forbade the
irgportation of material that "dehumanizes and degrades’, that qdvomte:§ the genocide of an 'identifiable
group’, portrays children in-a-sexual context, or sexually explicit violence. Femu‘gst reaction to the
amendment was skeptical. Jillian Rid)'g)gton of the Periodical Review Board stated that‘if the act was

carried out sufficiently there would be no need for any prior censorship boards in Canada.

* In the spring of 1985 in British Columbia Attorney General Brian Smith an;ounéed plans to bring
about new legislation which would require that all videotapes coming into the province would have to be ‘
screened and classified before distribution by the Film Classification Board. The proposed Bill 30 would
also allow the Attorney General to acquire funds from general provincial revenues to support pul;lic
education about pornography. Anﬁ—pornog?aphy feminists wefé Pleased with the ‘proposed legislation
scheduled for tabling in the fall of 1986. Anti~censorship feminists and otfler activists, however, strongly
opposed the proposals and formed an opposition group, The Coalition 'for the Right to View, to fight thg
bill. This coalition objected to what they saw to be censorship of an individual’s cho;ce of private

entertainment, as well as to the lack of regard for the necessity of artistic freedom of 'expression There
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was no exemption made for artists and educators ih Bill 30.

Wamén Against Censorship - .
% 3

Within the femxmst movement at tlus time antx-pornography feminists and ann-ccnsorsmp femxmsts '

N oontmued to debate each other and struggle for more support for thexr positions. In Toronto, in April,

members of the gay and feminist communities held a festival called Six Days of Resistance. During this

festival films and videos that had been cut and banned by the Ontario Film Board and work that am'sts_”(

had refused to send to the board were shown in their original forms at many diffcrem venues around Lhc

- city. Thc idea was to provxde an opportunity for the public to see what the Film Board felt they should

not see. These acts of civil disobedience occurred at such an alarming rate that police had trouble

intervening and, in effect, allowed the event to proceed ummerrupted“

But anti—cengp,rship forces ;averc not limiting themséi;es to street actions alone. ‘Early in 1985 an
anthology entiﬂed m Against Censorship, edited by activist Varda Burstyn, was published. In the
volume several feminist critic; and activists presented a variety ot: ’cn‘tiques of the anti;pomograph y
analysis. They pre;ented alternative ways of conceptualizing porhog;aphy, female sexuality, and me;g;u:. |
Several of the articles spoke of the limitations and dangers of the Minneapolis ordinance, others explo;ed ‘

the recent histary of prior censorstup in Ontario, and others concentrated on provxdmg ~criticisms of the -

rise and prohferauon of the anti-pornography movement in Lhe Umled States. The book added 1o the

growing controversy within the feminist community. Some anti-pornography activists were quick to .

present criticisms of the book, ** while others, specifically the Women Against Pornography grouf) in ‘v

Victoria, accepted many of its suggestions. ** o ‘ -

The Fraser Committee Reports

In June 1985 the Fraser Committee released its report on ,omography and prostitution to the public. It
appeared that many of the feminist suggestions had been taken 1o heart in the committee’s description ‘of
the problems and its proposals for legislative action. The committee identified three points of view that -

might be taken toward pornography: liberal, conservative, and ferinist According to the committee 3\

[
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% Reaction within the feminist community a

* femisiets see sexual freedom as cssential 1o female liberation but oppose a form of male sexual license
which preveats the ful cxm of female sexuality and threatens the physical and psychic welfare of

women ™t
J

The committee’s recommendations included the development of a three tier system under which to
classify and prosecute pornography. The first tier wmidmdudc child pornography and pqmbgmphy '
which was made 'inmchawaytha(acanlphysicnlharmwasmmdwmepemmpemmdcpiaad“‘
The second tier would mdu& vmicm pormg:rxphy that depicied only s:mulan:d hamn o !he participants.
This tier would allow defenses of artstic or edumn’oml merit. Both these tiers would carry maximum
sentences of ten ycazs in jail. The third tier outined by the committee's rcpon wcmld include nnn—v:olcnt
buz sexually explecit mau:naL This matcml wouyld not be subject to prosecution, but wmﬂd have 10 have
its display ngﬂatcd ¥ The ccmmmec scemed to fall shon of an ‘anti-pornography feminist analysis on its

dzmmofmehammcausedbypomogmphy Itwasnotprepamdtoacccptpomogmphyasapnnmry

of the public who were forced to see it, and did generate a general atmosphefe in society which prevented

uality among all people.

The commitiee’s recommendations as to legal action were extensive, and included amendments to

¢

. jthe Customs TanfT Act, stricter control on the importation of pomogmphy. and priority within the postal |

scmc: 1o contro! distribution of pomography through the mml chxmst sm&hm around legisiating
p-omography were also included in the oommaucc 5 suggwnom 11 was recomcndcd that e:usz:mg

Human Rxghzs ch:slauon should be applied to pornography, that the possuqxhty of m'.anng legxslanon (G
provadc a civil cause of action through the courts with rwpecx o the promou of hatred _by_pomography

be cxpk)fcu, that the Hate ht:mturc section of the Criminal Code be amended to include sex as partof -

. the "identifiable group’ category, and f'mall) lhat Sccuon 159 of the Criminal Code not be used.

to be mixed. A”zhough national fcmxmst

—

mumsudx as the National Action Commitiee and NAWL came out in support of the report,

A

causal agent in violence against women. The commitiee suggested that pomography did offend mcmbcrs 5
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members of both the anti-pornography campaigns and anti-censorship groups were not pleased by the
committee's report. Ann—-pomography feminists criticized the report for its aucmpt to "provide
something for cvcryone" 3 They felt that the committee’s refusal to define pornography ‘once and for all’,
and its inability to accept pormography as a causal factor in violence against women severely limited its use
10 women: (

In defining these two kinds of harms the Fraser Committee has accepted that there are

materials which are all right for "private consumption’. This can be interpreted either as a

suggestion that misogyny i o.k. at home (the liberal view) or that explicit sexuality belongs -

behind closed doors (the conservative view). Neither interpretation serves women.*’
Anti-censorship feminists criticized the entire process of the state-mandated committee of inquiry. These

women believed that even the most radical suggestions made by feminists were reduced to liberal concerns

in the context of the committee. . Feminists were viewed in the report as being "just another competing

interest group in a demociétic pluralistic society”, *° and as a result could only have their concerns
addressed in a impcrﬁcia] manner. Anti-censorship feminists also poimed'oul that the Fraser committee

repont repiesented a "further disguise of the mogal base of the law" *’

Burstyn in Forum
Ami—pomography and anti-censorship ferninists soon had their attention focused on an imponam event
within Lhe movement, one which appears to have gnatl» intensified the debate between these two camps

In Scpu:mbcr cf 1985 Varda Burstyn, spok&spcrson for ch:msls Against Censorship, ‘gave an interview in -

* Forum magazine. Forum, published by the same ‘putghshers as Penthouse, caters to an-upwardly mebile,

‘liberated’, modern man and woman. 11 features written pornography and more scrious;columns mostly
pertaining to current political and social issues. Burstyn's interview dealt with the ongoing debate wuhm
fcmilm‘sm about pornography, the politics of mU—mm@aphy‘ activists, the insidious nature of misogynist
images of women, as well as explanauons for her ant- ccnsorshxp stance. Burstyn also submitied an
article to Broadside, a Toronto feminist newspaper, explaining her reasons for her appcarancc in Forym .
o render transparent the sexist biases of Forum and to reach a more mainstream audience with a feminist

)
message.*’ The following month Broadside published a vitriolic response to Burstyn's pcsition by

Ry

American anti-pornography activist Catharine MacKinnon. MacKinnon accused Burstyn of collaborating
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with pornographers, of being 'unsisterly’, and of political complicity.
/

In the following months debate about the political correctness of Burstyn’s appearance in Forum
and MacKinnon's subsequent berating of her raged in the 'Letiers’ section of Broadside . It appeared that
the feminist cemmunity was genuinely divided. More to the point, however, it éppwed that many
feminists were deeply disturbed by the acrimonious tone of the exchanges between anti-pornography and
anti-censorship feminists and were equally disturbed about the impact of the debate on the movement.
The disunity within iﬁe movement had reached a peak and the struggle around pornogmphy and sexual

representation had become largely unproductive. ¢’

The Sexuality Debate »
In the fall of 1985 and in 1986 the focus:of ;he debate seemed to shift somewhat, following the pattern of
_the discussions within American feminism, to a:mm about the nature of female sexuality. Although
the issue of sexual pmcu'ceva.nd its subsequent questions abbut morality and ethics had been on the fringes
"of the Canadian feminist debate since the wﬂy 1980s, it had recently come into stronger focgs,as a result
of the intensive analysis of pornography and sexual rcpré.cmatiom It seemed that these issues could no
longer be avoided by women. Across the country several conferences about sexualig and sgxual
representauon were héch“ Discussions arose around the question of sexual practice. Radical feminists
and anti-pornography activists claimed that some forms of sexual expression, spedﬁcally sado—masoéhism
and role-playing Qere replications of patriarchal power dynamics and were blind to women’s position of
oppression within that dynamic. The alternative positiqii, known as "pro—sex’ was put forward by lesbian
feminists who were involved-'m butch/femme-relationships, or cx;é.aged in s/m practices. These women
believed any attempt by women to explore(sexual expressign and to break the codes of male deﬁned
scxualit§ to be inherently subversive and radical. They also claimed that anti-pornography feminists were

attempting to limit women’s freedom by prescribing pblitically COTTEC! SeX.

These divisions around the nature of female sexuality revealed, as had the debate about

pomography and censorship, very fundamental differences within feminism at;out the nature, strategies
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and goals of the movement. At the time of writing no resolutions had been reached, although calls for

attempts to move beyond the polarizations were becoming more frequent in the feminist press.’

The Crosbie Legulauon ‘

* Meanwhile, then Justice Minister John Crosﬁie introduced new obscenity legislation to Parliament in the
spring of 1986; In the bill obscenity was defined as "any visual material showing vaginal, anal or oral
intercourse, ejaaﬂat:ion, sexually violent behaw'?ur, bestiality, incesi, necrophilia, masturbation or other
sexuai activity"'. The legislation raised the ire «of anﬁ-—pgmography and anti-censorship feminists alike. It
was clea: that Crosbie had bowed to the ﬁght—wian lobby in Ottawa, rather than acting on the ’Fraser
committee’s recommeax;datjons or listening to the feminist lobby groups. Anti—censorship feminists felt
their pfe&icﬁons had been realized: the state simply could not be tusted to ac@i on women’s interests.
Anti-pornography feminists felt the legislation was a slap in the fa& to the w’;neﬁs movement and
women in general. Both groups prepared to unite to fight the proposed bill. vTHiskﬂproved mnmm,
however, as Crosbie was shuffled’ out of his post as Justice Minister shortly after the introduction of the -

legislan'ori. Feminists are now waiting for Justice Minister Ray Hnatysjyn 1o present a new, revised,

obscenity bill.

Some last wa&s ‘
It is hoped that this brief hjs}ory' o'f the issue of pornography has cléa:l’y revealed fhe evolution of the
distinctive p&sitions. afiti-pornography and anti—censorship, within the movement. It is also Heped that
this chapter has provided a context within which the debate might be situate;i, explored, and better
understpod. | | )
In the next chépter the positions’ arguments about pornography and censorship will be examined in
~detail. This examination will, in turn, reveal each position’s underlying assumptions about the nature of -

sexuality, power and the role of the state.
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CHAPTEE 3
THE ARGUMENTS ~

Introduction

In this chapter I will explore the positions that have emerged in the feminist debate about pqﬁxography in

d ‘,

Canada. I have chosen to classify the positions in the debate inio two major groupings and two
sub—g’roupin“gs. The reasons for this decision must be made clear, however, before 'an exploration of the -

positions can be undertaken.

The anﬁ;pofnograx;hy campaign and its aocompanyingi analyses of patriarchy came to the
foregroumi of the femim'st agenda in the 1até 1970s. As the campaign developed it gained ’widespread'
support among members of the feminist community; it was generally assumed that pomography and
sexual violence were ;;henomena to which all fermmsts were opposed. The anti-censorship posmon roSe
out of the experiences of some feminists with the Ontario Censor Board and Qeveloped in direct relation
and opposition to the a.riti-porﬁpgra;&hy movement. These groups, anti-pornography and anti‘éenso;ship.

came to constitute the two major positions in the feminist debate about pornography. The development

anddilineation of these two groups was apparent in the feminist literature on pornogzaphy . of the time.

As the debate about pornography and censorship developed §'n the early 1980s it became
increasingly clear that the analyses that accompanied each pos}iu'on were being associated ‘with two other
~ distinct positions within femjnism; positions whose members had been debating each other since the
beginning of the women’s movement: radical femihism anc; socialist feminism. This association of the
| anti-pornography and ann-censorshlp positions with radical and socialist feminisms was also evident u’f
the leadership of the two posnons The most prominent spokespeople for the arm—pornography

movement were radical feminists and the founders and spokespeople for the anti-censorship gosmon were

well known socialist feminist theorists, artists and activists.

;
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This linkage of the anti-pornography positioy w1th radical feminism and the anti-censorship
;;osition with socialist feminism has made it difﬁcult»to clearly classify each position and to make
ge’nemlizaﬁoﬁs about the anti~pornography and mﬁmmmp argumants For the sake of clarity, in this
chapter 'anti-pornography’ and ’mﬁM’ labels will be used when I am discussing each posiu‘on’g
argument about pornography itself. When I am discussing their underl‘ying assumptions, however, I E__’,__
. refering to radical and socialist feminist ideas and will use those labels. In the last section of the chapter B
entitled ’Auxiliary Positions’ I will discuss two smaller subsets of the anti-pornography and . J
anti—censorship positions: liberal femmst and *pro-sex’. Liberal feminists have generally been associated

" with the anti-pornography movement and 'pro—sex’ with anti—censorship feminists.

I must stress that these categories are products of the debate. They do not reflect all the positions
that can or might be taken. They represent the dominant strains of the debate as it has developed in

particular mcumstances Many feminists, myself included, have felt excluded by the debate, unable to

&

effectively present alternative positions or combinations of positions. In fact, it is one of.the goals of this
thesis to assess possible rm for this feeling of exclu;ion. There are certainly liberﬂ anﬁ-cenébrship
feminists, socialist feminists opposed to pornography and open to forms of legislative regulation, and |
radid] ferninists who are opposed to both pornography and censorship. The simple fact remains,
however, that the majority of the debate has taken place between radical anti-pornography feminists and
socialist anti—censorship feminists.

-

In this chapter these two positions will be explored in detail. ;’In,each section I will look at how .

) porﬁogfaphy is being defined, what its harm is seen to be, what its function is, whai kinds of proposals a;é
made to deal with pornography, and how those proposals are ;neant to be impletnented Through this o
expository exercise each position’s un;:terlying aésumpu‘ons about the nature of power, the role of the gtate
 and the nature of sexuality will become evident and will be discussed. In the final section of the chapter I
%

will briefly outline the two auxiliary positions, 'pro—sex’ and liberal, that have emerged through the

debate.
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This section is based upon a thorough lii;erature revigw of journal articles, and articles from the
feminist press over the past three years in Canada. Also, major texts dealing with the issue published
both in Canada and the United States are drawn upon. It is necessary to point out that although this
thesis is primarily concerned with the debate as it has occurred in Canada, the im;;act of Ametican_

feminist thinkers, especially in the anti-pomoglfaph)} current, has been great, and, therefore, some of their

work is used.
The Anti-pornography Argument : -

What is pornography?

Anti-pornography feminists are consistent in their &eatment of pornography as "fundamentally a political
problem ansmg out of the relations between men and women in a pat:rie;lrchy".l These feminists situate
pornography on a continuum with other forms of sexual violence against women ranging from sexual

harassment in the workplace to rape. Pornography is considered to be "the ideological basis for the

systematic persecution of women by men. It is a means of social control”.”

e
Anti-pornography women define pornography as all material, written and visual, which eroticizes
violence and domination by linking them with explicit sex. Pornography is also defined as an industry
supported and encouraged by patriarchal structures: "It's the quintessential expression of capitalism, it’s

the buying and éelling of human beings".?

Pomography is also defined by‘anti—pomography activists as a practice in which women are
systematically dominated by men through sex. Canadian feminist Susan ~Cole does not see pornography
as simply an image or representation, but as "the pra,ct‘iy 'of pr"esenting, trafficking and wn;uming sexual
subordination for sexual pleasure™.* For anti-pornography women then, pornographi'y must be
conceptu_alized as a dynamic process that includes all the social relations involved in«the production,

dissé’mination and consumption of violent, sexually explicit imagery and written material.’
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How qoes pornography function?

¢

A@d-p;mography feminists see porhography’s function to be the mainténance of the patriarchal status
quo. It isvseen to function as a fonﬁ of education, teaching men and women whawtt their roles are in a
patriarchal society. Anti-pornography women feel that "the lesson-taught in all "hardcore’ pornography is
that men’s pleasure comes ﬁ'om'inﬂicting pain and wome?’s from feelingAit".‘ Pornograpfiy is the practice
of "convigcing men that women like r;pe; of conditioning the consumer to fuse sex with aggression,

conditioning them through sexual arousal so.that they leamn it in their bodies”.’

Pornography is also seen to provide the justification for male domination of worﬁcn. It is perceived
as a patriarchal m;ﬁ;uﬁm which makes the use of éoercion towards women acceptable. It does this
through "the com;fol of (women’s) sexuality. by violence or the constant threat of violence at the hands of
men"f' Women ére cqnsisteﬁﬂy victimized by pornography and are, thereby, kept in their places.
Anti—poniography feminists see all wdmen as victims or potential victims of -pomography whether they
appear in_pornography, have pc;mography forced upon them in their homes or in the street, or are
assualted as a result of pomogra\ghy; there is no“dist:inction made between thcm‘ Women’s participation
in the @ng of pomograpﬁy is cperced; it is " merely a particularly graphic example of women’s role as

I . .
the primary’ agents of a socialization process which perpetuates their own subordination".’ Pornography

increases the risk involved in being a woman.

Feminists attempted tot;_r‘lake distinctions between erotica and pornography at the beginning of thé
fight against pornography. Gloria Steinem, in her article "Pomogrgphy: A Clear and Present Danger”,
published in 1978, defined erotica as "a muﬁxa]]y pleasﬁrable, sexual expression between people who have
enough power 1o be there by choice”. Jillian Ridington and Barb Findlay defined it as showing or
describing "s:exual activity which is loving, non—coercive and joyous"*°. These definitions of erotica were
opposed to the etymological definition of pornography, "wﬁﬁng about whores”, in which the
subordination of women is implicit. Ax;ﬁ—pomography feminists’ critiques and analyses of patriarchal
imagery and sexual violence soon intensified. As a result of this, the erhphasis of the movement shifted to

the determination of strategies to eradicate pornography, efforts to maintain this distinction were dropped.
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The function of pornography has been the subject of much anti-pornography feminist theory.
American radical feminist theonsts Andrea Dworkin and Susan Griffin, in their analyses and articles,
attempt to explore pomography’s function and the reasons for its pervasive popularity. Canadian feminist
theorist and philosopher Geraldine Finn combines and integrates their ideas in an unique analysis of the
role of pornography in the oppression of women. Finn, in fact, draws from/ the work of Michel Foucault
and Je;m Baudri]lar& as well as that of feminist critics in her contention t.hat contemporary notions of .
masculinity are constructed in and by pornography. The women in pofnography are mmde
abstractions that function to reaffirm the male sense of domination #ﬁd ownership. Pornography

underlines men’s sense of control over women, as well as their own sense of themselves, because it is their

<

own creation: . .

She is in fact produced as both idol and idolizer. For her desire is constituted as his desire
for her. Indeed, the whole point of her construction is to-cal} forth his sexuality ‘and the
- experience of sexual superiority and control which his penis is supposed to confer upon him

‘naturally’. !?
Men speak to each other through pornography about their position as men: "It (pornography)...establishes
the spectator-subject of-pornography, in the community of men, by allowing him to participate in the
exchange of women".”'“Finn asserts that pornography is, therefore, about male power, and that male
viewers of pomogxaphy are excited, not by the notion of 'real’ woman, but by "the cultural order made

manifest...the power of pamarchy, men’s will inscribed on women’s bodies".*

Finn describes the kind of mesculinity created by vpomography as "the traditional subject, Man",
as rational, autonomous and detached. The male subject’s desire to view pornography is really a desire'
for separation, a desire to be absent, invisible and, at the same time, omnipresent and able to comérol the
world around him. Finn also contende that "the flesh and blood and guts he (the pemographer)
objecu'ﬁe&..a:e his own flesh and bl&f)d and guts; denied, objectified, projectcd onto C_)ther, onto Nature,
woman, the Enemy, but never by thatmeans exorcised”.'* Men can never find satisfaction in

pornography. It perpetuates an ideal masculine state that can never be obtained because it denies the
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’ reality of the engaged male body, vulnerable and suscep emotion. The unattainability of this idea}
only "increases the pornographer’s isolation, f;ustration... and resentment”.!’ :

According to Finn, men try to embody the ideal state df the masculine objectifier and, thereby,
perpetuate violence in the world: "For you can enly objectify the living by taking away its life.""* Asa
“result of this process, pornography is filled with violence; Finn claims, "the desire to kill women is
virtually built into men’s sexuality”.* Women are left identity-less, with no sense of individual autonomy.
They are taught to exist for men and see themselves as "the object known, nature, matter as female".?
Hence the feminist objection to objectification; made over in the male in;age of female desire for the

constructed male subject, women are consistently tyrannized by male desires, that are often characterized

by actual physical violence.

W hat are the effects of pornography?

- Anti-pornography feminists concentrate heavily on the harm to‘worrfxen and children caused by

pomnography. They draw a direct musg] link »etween pornography and sexual violence agamst women. /‘f

Many base their arguments on social scientific studies that link pornography to increased aggreésion levels /

in viewers, and to a shift in negative attitudes about rape.“‘Anti—pomography activists also contend that /

in their direct experience with battered women they have found that pornography frequeritly enters these/
. o /-

women'’s descriptions of battering.?2 ) _ . | /
~ Most anti-pornograpby feminists feel that pornography does affect male behaviour toward women
and causes violence against women, if. only by contrjbuting to the maintenance of misogynist attitudes in
socxety It is also seen to work by desensitizing men and women to violent images, thereby leadmg toan,
escalation of the intensity and explicitness of sex and vlolence in pomography and tde mamstream media.

Pornography is often characterized as affecting the }yubhc consciousness in the same way adverusmg does,

TSP . b, .
by inviting imitation: "...like the cigarette and beer ads, it promises pleasure and success.”*

2

r i A
These conceptions of the harm caused by pornography are summarized by Andrea Dworkin:

'gomography and its relationship to actual violence against women...is analogous to the way antisemitic W

/
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literature blanketed Germany and enabled what occurred to be justified, encouraged it, incited it,
promoted it".?* These objections\ to pornography as a form of hate literature and as a direct causal agent in
violence against women form the basis upon which anti~pomnography feminists develop strategies for

dealing with the issue.

W hat should be done about pornography?

At the beginning of ;ht;_ movement against pormography many Canadian feminists objected to pornography
but'did not advocate aﬁy form of censorship; strategies such as picketing, boycotts and street actions were
enooﬁraged However, as the radical feminist analysis developed, it became increasiqgly difficult for
feminists to see the pervasive misogynist images go unchecked and undiluted and several propbsals for

legal remedies were developed.

Anti—pornbgraphy feminists made sure to distinguish their feminist definition of pornography from
traditional moralist and civil libertarian approaches to the issue. These women made it clear that they did
not object to pomogrﬁphy because it was sexually explicit or because it effended a sense of public

y
decency. Nor did they view it, as many liberals did, as being an open expre§§;on of sexuality and
therefore protected under freedom of expresssion. In fact, refutation of the freedom of expression
argument was the subject of many anti-porography feminists’ work in ihe early part of the moverfient.
Feminists such as Debra Lewis anq Susan Cole made the point that:

The pamographer tells his customner that women have no right to speak, only the right to get

fucked, and so the pornographer works to deny us the freedom of speech...as long as there is

no real equality, freedom of speech is useful only to those who already have power.*

For these feminists pornography silenced women by térrifying them and denying them a sense of their

, ‘OWn sexua; autbr?dmy; freedom of speech for women simply, does not tfxist in 2 patriarchal society.

* Andrea Dworkin stated simply: " I am being asked to prot;ct rights ﬁlat 1 am being denied simultaneously
because I am a woman".“; “Anti—pomography feminists were asking; whose speecﬁ is more valuable and

"‘c_;lesgrves more protection, that of a few pormnographers or half of the human population?

¥

58



Anﬁ-pomogmphy‘reminis:s. therefore, recommended various kinds of legal reform.  Susan Cole, in
A - 2 L .
1982, advocazed regulation of the pornography industry. She made it clear that the proposals she was
ddvécating were not calis for ;cemsorship' They were merely forms of industrial raguﬁﬁon. toward which,

o _ shc clmmed, C;nadmnswcxe morc upcn, than Americans.”’ Evcn earlier than this, ann—pomography _

fcxmmsxs and femxmsts working actxvely on the rape issue, had dcveloped cxu:nswc critiques of the

cxxsnng !ega] suw:mre as it aprphcd 10 women and advocated the reform of all laws that discriminated

.

dg&lﬁﬁ womcn

What has become increasingly obvious is that not only does the law actively discriminate
against women mccnamarmsandonmtogm,musequahtymothcts, but that even those
laws which purported to afford women some measure of protection were, in fact, only -
justifications of the status quo and protected the interests of men and not of women.”*

< These objections were presented to governmental ittees through the strong lobbying actions taken by

\

such groups as the National Action Committee on the Status of Women. -

! The legal remedies wpouscd by ann pornography activists in Canada were hcavxly mﬂuenccd by

the dcﬁmuons of pomogtaphy dcvcloped by ('h harine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkm in the

a4

Minneapolis ordinance in (he United States.  Suggestions ranged from adoption of the ordinance’s
definition of pornography as a form of sex discrimifation ahd its inclusion in the ;irovincial and federal
Human Rights' Codes, to the inclusion of sexkanﬁ' gender into the list of characteristics of “identifiable
groups’ in the Hate Literature seéﬁon of the C imia Code. Many women recommended that the term

obscenity' bé replaced by 'pornography’ in the Criminal Code and that a complete revision of the existing

definitions and subsequent punishments-be underaken. Anti;‘pomography' feminists also lobbied

extcnsxvely for a standardmng of Canada Custon procedures for blochng pornograpmc material from

entering the country, as well as a strengthd;mng pf gmdehnes oonoermng abusive materials and sex-role

stereotyping in the Broadmsung Act for de CR
Dcpamﬂem of Commumcauon and the an Jda Council. Feminists from across t.he oountry and
| espccmll& in Ontario and British Columbxa/ presented proposals for restructuring of the provincial systcms
 of prior fmmm such as the B.C. Film Classification Board. They also suggested that federal and -
pmvinci%l governments removc all pornography from government properties. Anti-pornography activists
| ' ‘
!
|
|
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| . continued 10 Suppon street actions, bycotts, sex education and public awareness programs as well as their

pmpos;d_lega] reforms. - -

While feminists opposed 1o state intervention call the Minneapolis ordinance and its Canadian
adaptations 'ccnsomhib'. fnost anti-pornography feminists feel they are avoiding Ccpsoxship by their
propased alternatives. They contend, as wel, that any achievements that might be made to immediately
increase women's safety and limit the threat of pornography far outweigh any potential danger to women
from censorship. As the Working Group on Sexual Violence makes clear:

It may be less overwhelming to turn the focus of the work inward, convincing ourselves in
the process that the power structure...is simply too male...to be actively struggled against.
But 10 do so is to abandon those women whose lives are directly and daily affected by the
power of the state, and who are simply in no position to ignore it.?’

Since pornography denies women basic civil rights and "it is such a denial that human rights lcgisiation
was 'dﬁigned to address and remedy, it is therefore appropriate that (human rights legislation) be made

available to women".’® Anli-pomogrg;)hy.:.feminists act out of a desire for the betterment of women's

“situation within patriarchy, as well as a desire for the radical transformation of society: o

-.there’s no question that.the majority of Canadians believe that porn should be regulated,
our task is then to figure out a way to do it so that women don't get hurt, which is why I like
the idea of a civil remedy...where people who are better situated to know the hanm that’s
being done by the practice can take some legal redress and money too."!

{

v &

Underlving Assumptions of the Anti-Pornography Asgument
T

W hat is the nature of power and the rale oflhe state?
7 for anti—p;omography radical femiqists power is male, violcnct. aggrcssived_and se-;ual. It is in the hands of
men, is deployed by men, consituted by mex, Wwwd by men and singularly defined by men. Power

is the domination of women by men and the subréi;s}on of women to men: “The man/women difference

and the dominance/submission dynamic define each other™.'’ Male power is constituted in all elements of
patriarchy, all political and economic instit_utions‘ f’omogmphy is seen to have a specific role in the

prepewation of male ’power, "a power which extends along the whole desperate cohiinuum of male

privilege, from conjugal nghts to pimping, from sexual harassment to rape*mlirder'.” In patriarchy



. — ) |
]
|

"power is an eroticized event, masked as titillation”; ** and pornography servq to cru;tc and perpetuate
* -

that eroticization.

. \

Andrea bworun defines, in her mgwmmm what she has
determined to be the seven tzﬁéts of male supremacy, seven forms of male pov&\er, which are propagated
through various ideological arms of patriarchy such as pornography. The first is the power men have to

 determine their subjectivity, men have 'selves’, women do .n@olL The second tenet is that men are
physically stronger than women. The third is the "capacity (o terrorize, to use self and strength to
inculcate fear, fear in a whole class of persons of a whole class of persons”. ** According to Dworkin the ]

~ penis is the symbol of male power. The fourth tenet of male supremacy is the power of naming. the
ability to implant one’s own values into language. In patriarchai society "thought, experienced primarily
As language, is permeated by the linguistic and perceptual values developed expressly to subordinaic

twomcn"’." Men maintain their power through foréc. The power of owning and possessing is the fifth
tenet, the sixth is the power of moncy an abstraction that expresses masculinity, and the seventh is the
power of sex. Men are able to determine what 'sex’ is, and what women’s role is to be in relation to their
deﬁm’u’cm. 'According to Dworkin, man:

exiles (woman) from every realm of expression cutside the strictly male~defined sexual or

male~defined maternal. He forces her to become that thing that causes erection, then holds

himself helpless and powerless when he is aroused by her, his fury when she is not that
, thing, when she is either more or less than that thing is intense and punishing.”’
Male power exists, through the degradation of women, only to cxf:and and intensify itself. Male poafcf is” |

the major theme of pornography, and pornography is the major propagator of maie power.

Anti-pornography radical feminists do not see the state as the most important seat of male power,
although they will contend that "the liberal state coercively and authoritatively constitutes the social ord;:r
in the iptcr&sts of men as a gender”.>* Radical fe>mim'sts do not have a theory of the staic; they have a
theory of male power. They understand male power as emanating from all societal stmcmrcs, and from
cvery‘ kind of social relation: "There are pockets df power which women cnoouinterzt‘:verywhere. 1 do not

really see a significant difference between the jailor who holds the keys to a federal prison and a man who
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imprisons his wife in his own home."** These women, therefore, will countenance using the state to

achieve immediate goals for women.

The ideology of patriarchy perpetuates, through many institutions such as pornography and the
educap'onal' system, a false sense in WOmeh about themselves and their role in society. Radical feminists
see male power as fundamentally coercive, aggressive and destruch'ye. and they see it as their task to
uncover this perfect system of dommauon by studying and revealing the characteristics of the specific -

relations of domination; henoe the concentration on pornography.

Radical feminists make the distinction between 'power over’ and 'power between’, or

empowerment. Emppwemem is det%hed as the ability 10 perceive pne's position of oppression, to namg
i, and to de;felop strategies for dealing with it Any situation in which a woman's experience and
perspecuve is validated is empowermg, For rachczl feminists the naming of Lhc many different kinds of
sexual vxolence that exist is empowerment: "Articulating our experiences is-a radmj act ~ words such as
rape, po;‘nogzaphy. battery, incest, racism, poverty, homophobia, and abortion are not poliu: words in the
ppljticall'voczbulary of those who have power”.** Women's control of language anh speech is considered to
be a political act, and an act of creation, of empowerment. The Minneapolis or}dinanoe, which allows
women themselves.to seek a civil remedy for any damages caused by pornography is seeri‘ to be a form'of
cm’poweixﬁ;np 'er'empbwennent of women is understood to be a goal of radical feminism.
Empowerment does not'imply a dynamic of domination and shbordjnau'on between two people but rather,
implies an individual ransformation from oppression to autonomy:

empowering womern...has 1o do with something that’s lifting up the damage of sexual abuse

and creating a context in which women understand what has happened to them is something

that they can use, because it has political and social meaning and is imporant. *’

In an 1dca] feminist world all relations of power would be eradxmted unity would be mamtamed
through a "sense of variety and connectedness and continuify with other peoplc and the natural world o
Hierarchy, which fls considered to be one of the formations of male power of domination and submission,

would no longer exist Dualism, a way of secing considered to be the result of the male compulsion for
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separation from the world and subsequent drive for *power over’, would be replaced by:
~an integrative transformation of life in which reproduction is privileged; the human
possibilities present in the life activity of woman (are generalized to) the social system as a
—whole (raising) for the first time in human history the possibility of a fully human
community structured by a society of connections rather than separation and opposition. +*
What is the nature of sexuality? . .
Radiml ferninist discourse around sexuality betrays a conviction that sexuality and sexual practice within
patriarchy are the primary spheres ofloppression for women: “scxualiiy is the linchpin of gender
inequality".** Male sexuality, which is considered both a form and expression of power, is aggressive,
violent and‘ooerciilc:

The male in the process of embodying his sexuality in the full flight of self-expression...is
very often a rapist, a sadist, a person violent in ianguage and arrogant in imagination.“

Geraldine Finn has argued that, male sexuality is constructed t.hrough various cultural pl'act.lces most
notably pornography. Pornography reinforces, at the same time as it defines or sets the parameters for,
male sexual expression. Pornography "establishes male sexuality...as voyeuristic, fetishistic, and

narcissistic”. *¢

Female sexuality within patriarchy is a false sexuality. Women give ’impersonﬁtions’ of femaleness
that are male-defined. *’ This false female sexuality is epitomizg_cl in mainstream sexually explicit pictures
of wotnen; indices of sexual availability andvyulnerability coexist with indicators of aggression and
intimidation, women’s bodies are fragmented and decontextualized. Férﬁale sexuality is constructed in
such a way as to reduce women (o passive objects or silent commodities: "the pornographer reduces a
woman to a mere thing, to an entirely material object without a soul, who can only be loved physically™.*!
False female sexuality is res‘ponsiveu to violence and aggression. Pomography’s message'is that "sexual
violénce is pleasurable to men and that women desire or at least expect that violence". ** |
Ant-pornography radi’czl feminists contend that pornography and the ideology of patriarchy tells lies

about female sexuality. )
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" which forced’sex is paradigmatic”.>*

Aooordmg to radical feminist theorists, men are mherently fearful of female sexuality and,
therefore, project their desires and fears onto women.*’ Men colonize women through the creation of thxs
false sexuality and strip women of the opportunity for sqxual autonomy and the pursmt of pleasure. This
colonization of female sexuality is, in fact, the result of Vile structuring of g forms of sexual expression as
the "means of maintaining sexual inequality between ttiﬁe sexes” 3! Sexuiiity is "a pra’ctic;: of social
relations involving the body and pleasure and...those rélations are completely constructed in terms of

hierarchy or power, objectification and vxolence" 51 Ann-pornography feminists believe that women can

never have control over /thelr sexuahty bemuse the entne social determination of sexuality is male defined

¥
+
!
f

and, therefore, violent and coercive. "In baldest Ler,ms sexuality is violent, so violence is sexual...", 3’

deeply entrenched in patriarchal structures. Therefore, "sexuality (is) a social sphere of male power of

/

"True’ female sexua.li‘fy, within radical fcnlfhjst discourse, remains a qﬁestion. Some women see
female sexuality as repressed {)y the ideology of &)atriarchy. \For these women female sexuality is "an
Unknown, ,it is mysterious, it is connected with ?eéreatioq; it is capable of multiple pleasures; it is
something to be both feared and envied”.*’ Paﬁ'iarchy and pornography teach women to repress their true
selves; women are more naturally allied with rlianue, have an inclination toward unification, bop%iingj,
reciprocity and intimacy: "*woman’ is simply é lost part of the soul”.*¢ Many radical feminists cv;ll fo(_ry a
return to eros and love and link women’s sexuahtywnh their reproductive @;padﬁes. For other
anti-pornography radical feminists, howeve;ﬁ’ women’s sexuality exists simply as an absence. Women’s
sexuality is fundamentally and inextricably Boux_ld to the system of ger;der domination and oppressioh.
"Women's sexuality is its use"*’ by men. Tﬁwre is nothing ’essential’ or 'true’ for women outside the@
system of patriarchy, there is only "women’s distinetive experience as woman within that sphere that has
been socially lived as the personal - private, emotional, interiorized, paniculax,-individuated. intimate..." !
There is no ‘outside’ of patriarchy where women can go to determine their sexual natures. In fact, 'sex’ is

seen to be merely a male creation in which women are coerced to play the parts assigned to them: -

Sexuﬁl liberation, therefore, does not consist in the liberation of that sexuality which hgs
been induced in us by the various mechanisms of patriarchal power, but our liberation from



it. We must refuse the sexual reification of our 1dent1ty our pleasures, dur P
fmstratxons...Rg:belhon, freedom consists in the rejection .of the code: 'the austere monarchy

of sex’ \

'For radical feminists, sexual freedom requires the elimination of patriarchal practice? An ideal
feminist world would include the valu&é of love, respect, equality, nurturance, creativity and collectivity; it
> would be a place where, as Susan Cole states "nobody is ever hurt through sex, where sex is not used as a ‘
wépon any more to keep women in our plaqe and men on top of us”, *° a place where equahty is

eroticized.

The Anti-censorship Argument

| #

W hat is pornogranhy?

) Anti-censorship feminists define pornography as a complex and heterogeneous cultural product, based in
a patriarchal and capitalist social context. [t is "many things: a product made to be sold by a multimillion
dollar industry, aset AorA’ coded messages about sex, and male and female roles in this ctilturé: and a
specific form of seiual and cultural acﬁﬁiy'.“ Pornography is seen as a process that includes the means .
and modes of its production, dissemination and consumption. Pornography derives its meaning from the
culture in which it is produced; it is part and parcel of the cultural industry that has given us sexisi
advertsing, racist war movies and classist soap operas”. ¢ Many anu—censorshlp femlmsts employ the—
term 'pornographic’ more generally 10 describe a wide range of cultural _products- and acmrmes in

patriarchal capitalist society.

, Ann—censorshlp achst Varda Burstyn describes the social context of pornography, the
environment in which pornography is produced, consumed, and made meamngful as bemg composed of
three specific and pervasive ideologies. The first of these she 1dent1ﬁes as the ideology of
judaeo—christ.ianity that has historically considered sex and pleasure to be profane, 'dirty’, and sinful. Asa
result of this ideology, szxuality and sexual practices and representations have been ghettoized, repressed

and set apart from other forms of cultural expression. Pornography is also seen to be determined by the
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language and ideology; of industrial dapitalism. Economic language and concepts of oommodify va,ltie and
exchange affect our pereeptions of sexuality and _human relationships. As well, poography is a product
of technological capitalism and is dependent ppdﬁ it The prerogatives of industry shape the process of
pornographgf; the profit motive is the main reason for the proliferation and pervasiveness of pornography.
The workers.who produce pornography are alienated from their labour and have no o:;'ntml over the _
produc't. ‘The third ideology that determines the content and reception of pornography fs masculinism or
patriarchy. Burstyn contends that, within the context of patriarchy, sexuality is associated with conquést,‘
war and aggression. Sexuality is separated from gmoﬁom vulnerability and love. Pornography eroticizes
this form of patriarchal sexuality and creates a state of anxiety in men and women when they are unable 7

to live up to the standards embodied in the images.*’

Pomography is understood to be a van'egated genre of sexually explicit material, comprised of
culnfral products ranging from advertisements to hard-core violent imagery. Burstyn identifies three ,
distinet types of pornography: "sexually explicit material that is not sexiSt; sexually ex'plicit‘materiaﬂ that
is sexist’-»and is cha;aéterize"d throughout all media...’garden variety’, and hate literature material that i; full
of hatred toward ;.Women".“ In this way Burstyn expands more tradit_jonal conceptions of pornography to L

include sexist imagery in the mainstream media.

H_ow does pomogra;;h y function? N
Pornography’s function is to bolster and perpetuate the societal stafu’s quo. Aanti-censorship feminist:s see .
pornography as a kind of sex education; it is prescriptive, offering ideas to its readers about the nature of .
sex, standards of sexual attractiveness and acceptable male and female sexum‘behavioqr. According to

A

sothe anti—censorship feminists this education is not always negative or fnisogym'sl. Sexually explicit
material that does not portray misogynist values can providevaluable information about ple;a'sure and
desire for men and women.** Pornography, therefore, can have a social impact and function that is Both .

negative, in that it reinforces entrenched misogynist values, and positive because it allows space for the

exploration and representation of non—misogynist sexual practices.®®
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Misogynist pornography, h(owever, also functions as a form of advertci\m:sn} "in ﬁat the consumer can
buy the product but not the happiness or status ;hat‘it' promises. This unbr{dgeable;gap betyeen rmlity
and fantasy encourages further purchases”.*’ It helps to create and al;gmem an almpsphere in which
sexism is perpetuated. Pornography’s "specific role in this cultural industry is to eroticize social» |
domination and most notably gender dominaﬁon"“ Pomography may be seen as an advertisement for
"male power...(T)he ﬁmshed product, which shows men symbolically controlling women during sex...is
then sold to men so that they can reassure themselves that they remain m positions of power socially and -

sexually”.® Pornography is seen to be a form of social control.

According to anti-censorship feminists, pornography works tc maintain, not only patriarchy,» but the
complex interdependent structure called patriarchal capitalism. Pornography, as a commodity, works by
playing on the desires and fears of both its male and female consumers. 1t prescribes ways of being that
are virtually unattainable, and creates, as a resﬁlt, ways of living in the world that do not challenge the

dominant order:

The result is that many women feel tom between a desire to be loved as they are and
wanting to be able to live the experience of 'femininity’...Not only do these false ideological
constructions sell billions of dollars worth of cosmetics...they also create anxiety and energy
that is used in dealing with the feeling they provoke, thus actively preventing women from
understanding the system which oppresses them and fighting it.”°

W hat are the effects of pornography?

'Anti-censorship feminists do not believe that pornography causes violence against women. They

understand pornography to be a representation, a symbolic image which is constructed; not a litg;al view

of reality. The pornographic imége may elicit fantasy from t.hé reader but very rarely dogg.jf i;dte direct
action. Rosalind Coward suggests that pornography, comprised of visual images, has ni; “ﬁxed or intrinsic

meaning. Instead its meaning arises from "how vaﬁous elements are combined, the way these elements

3
are articulated together™! as well as their reception within a specific social context What pornography
does is to sell "the expectation of a particular kind of pleasure in the image”.”* According to Coward, itis
necessary to examine the visual codes that are dominant in sexist images, such as fragmentation and the

direct look of the model, and to vaderstand their relationship to sexism.
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By situating pornography within the larger realm of culkural imagery and products and considering

its constructed symbolic dimension, anu’—censor;ship femin{sts claim pornography "is not the primary cause

_of the repression of women’s autonomous sexuality and the continued. existenoe of male domination".”*

Although pornography does ognmn many "pernicious messages” these are "not unique...(t)hey are
ideological elements found in many mass—produced products".”* Anti—censorship feminists state that
consideration must be given to t.he complex relationship between fantasy and action, attitude and
behaviour:

..fantasies are multidimensional and symbolic. Some function as rewards, some are
self-punishing; they represent wishes and fears and often both at once.”*

Just as images do not present a literal view of reality, so there is no direct relationship
between what an image shows and what its viewers act out.”®
These women criticize what they see to be the behaviourist tendency implicit in the assumption that

pornography is a direct causal factor in violence toward women and that it incites action on the part of its

. - readers. They claim that this understanding of pornography’s effects assumes that pornography’s

"audience will treat (it) much more like ’information’ than they will other types of popular culture™.”’

Anti—censorship feminist theorist Eileen Manion asks "(l)ave-people’s interpretive skills degenerated to

" such a degree that they can no longer disﬁnguish...lit;raj from' symbolic meaning? Or is this a peculiarly

male foible in the realm of pornography?”’® An;ii/censorship feminists contend that in order to understand
pornography it is first necessary to examine {he sexist social context in which sexually explicit

representations consistently become violent misogynist images.

What shadd be done about pornography? o

Anu—censorshlp feminists do not advocate the use of any kind of legal remedy for pornography. Their
analyses of the dangers of using the state and legal systems are complex and extensive; they are based on
the experiences of feminist and gay artists and activists wit.h the Ontario Censor Board, socialist critiques
of capitalism and criticisms of the actions of the anti-pormnography movement. Anti-censorship feminists
do, however, present alternative ways in which feminists might combat misogynist pornographic imagery,

based on an overall analysis of the social structures and specific ideologies that permit it to exist
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» Most simply, these feminists object to censorship because they feel it will ultimately be used against
ferninist %15 They point to the negative experiences many women and men have had with the
Ontano Censor Board as examples of how "laws dealing with pomography and censorshlp are...dangerous,: "
for they are totally subject to interpretation by people wh:) are selected by an antl-femmxst system
Anti—censorship feminists contend that a Judmal system whose very su'ucture protects and perpetuates _
the pnvﬂege of men as a group will not ~ cannot fulfill a femunst mandate in the area of image |
depiction”. " Censorshlp laws, no matter how they are worded, will "enshrine the present inequality of the
sexes in law" by implying that women are weak and need protection from men. In this case "these same
:aggressors' are cast in Lhe role of protectors“.” These women believe that "censorship will not beneﬁt'

women, but..;will certainly benefit police forces and prosecutors who will see their already fat budgets

swell? e

Varda Burstyn contends that the attempts by anti-pornography feminists and\the New Right to
bring about more legal controls of pornography only serve to strengthen reliance on the patriarchal
capitalist structures of power and dommanon." Thelma McCormack claims, as do other ann-censorshlp
activists, that "a feminist can be opposed to the censorship of pomography without being a civil
libertarian™.** Civil libertarians protest censorship bemuse they feel it contravenes the rights and freedoms '
"" guaranteed them by the Canadian Constitution. Anti—censorship feminists object to censorvhip because
they see it as equally pernicious and t.hreetening to the status of women as misogynist pomogsaphy.
Advocating censorship places power in the hands of men to protect women: "women’s anxieties about

rape are being used to justify censorship by the very people who create the anxiety".*

P

Advocates of censorship are criticized by anti-censorship feminists for being elassist in their

delineation of what constitutes pornography:

This distinction between so—called erotic art and pornography based on some vague principle
conceals a basic distrust of the masses: the erotica of the elites expresses a civilized
sensuality, whxle the erotica of the masses is a projection of their lust...To censor
pornography is {0 penalize the poor doubly; first by withholding their entertainment from
them and second, by stigmatizing them for not having refined tastes.*¢

In Ontario the Censof Board-determined that a particular experimental film was fit for display at the Art

69 . (



Gallery of Ontario but not at ; downtown gallery — The Funnel - : "The message seemed to be that

sexual representation €vhether ‘art’ or 'porn’ will not adversely affect upper—class or educated people b:n
will harm everyone else”. *’ Legislation against pornography is seen to act against the interests of "p:)or
women, women of colour, singie mothers, lesbians and women in the sex industry”, by playing into the |
hands ‘of the "conservative agenda" which aims to eliminate "amoral sexuality and the immoral sex
industries, and (put) ivoxiien back into uadin'onal roles".** Censorship is a tool used by conservative forces ~=
to ensure the maintenance of trﬁﬁitional economic and social values. Anti-censorship feminists contend

that this kind of legal action will ultimately limit everyone’s freedom by endorsing and strengthening the

existing Tepressive social structure.

Most anti-censorship femim'sii; do not support any oi the regulations suggested‘ by
anti-pornography activists based on the Minneapolis ordinance. Feminist art administrator Anne Gronau
speaks from her experience with the Ontario Censor Board when she claims ihat any kind of censorship
obscures knowledge, reinforces sexism through paternalism and "distracts attention from the less\visible
but mori: insidious injustices (women) suffer”.'* Feminist lawyer Lynn King points out that even if women
wri}; the laws they are not thg ones to interpret them, The judge or censor board that does imerpret;
thém does not, according to'King "stand apart from the way power and privilege work in our society, but
(are) part of this systemn and reflect its values everyday. Those values are not femninist values”.*® King
quotes Judge Stephen Borins who comments on the irony of the obscenity code’s reliance on a judge’s
interpretation of ’community standards’: A ‘

The judge, who by ,th;: very institutional nature of his calling is required to distance himself

or herself from society for the purposes of the application of the test of obscenity is expected

to be a person for all seasons, familiar with and aware of the national level of tolerance.’!

Varda Burstyn argues in her article "Anatomy of a Moral Panic" that anti-pornography feminists;
are providing the state with an opportunity to con::ol the perceived threat of feniinism by advocatirig
censorship. The issue of pornography, she claims, ilas diverted most feminist energy away from the
social, political and economic conditions that produce it, and from other feminist issues that address these

conditions, such as cqual pay and opportunity for women in the workplace, daycare and union rights. The
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state capitalizes upon this diversion and reinforces claims that pornography is the primary cause of sexism.
It sets up the Fraser Committee to addrms tlns issue and, thereby, continues to keep feminist attention
focused on the issue. The state then contains feminist energ1es by focusing them on the possibilities of

legal reform:

The Catch-22 is that since it is not the legal system in the first instance that is responsible
for porn and prostitution, changing the legal system while leaving the economics of sex
untouched will do nothing to improve either.??

Burstyn contends that when law reform is introduced and state control is expanded, the sysiems of social

control - courts, prisons and mxhta.ry — benefit and the repression of gay, feminist and alternative work

{

and activities escalates.®

Burstyn and other anti-censorship feminists propose an extensive program of alternatives to - .
censorship based on the ’heed 10 confront "the condmons which produce women's sexual exploitation and
violence against womkn™* as well as pornography itself. These altemat;ves include sex education
programs inbcomm;m'ty centres as well as in schools that would include parents and children. Direct
actions s;uch as picketing, boycotts’and negotiations with neighbourhood sibres that carry pornography are
encouraged. Anti-censorship ferninists also endorse the production of more alternative erotic imagery as
well as campaigns for resources from gdvemmeni and ~art bodles to help ‘am'sts who are attempting to do
this. A feminist-oriented approach to the sex-industry is needed to protect prosmutes and present other

opportunities for them. The decriminalization of prostitution is also advocated

Anti-censorship feminists assert that "to stop the sexual exploitation of women and young people is '
to fight for economic independence. ** Tﬁey advocate, therefore, equal pay for work of equal value,
affirmative action, full employment, quality social services, adequately funded shelters and programs for
battered women and their children, education ard jobs for youth and reproductive and erotic nghts for

women, including safe reliable contraception, the right to choose abortion or refuse sterilization and an

end to compulsory heterosexuality. Children’s rights, safety programs and the abolishment of age of

consent laws are also on these feminists’ agenda.
. N
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Anti~censorship feminists feel the only way to address misogynist pornography is to act as,

- autonomous women: "women are agents and not merely victims, who maket decisions and act on them" "
They feel it is necessary to look at énd understand pornography "with our owﬁ\gyes and not as we
imagine men lqgk at it".”” Women and femiﬁists need to examinc thémselves, their experiences with
pornography and sexuality and spmk with conviction from a positfc)n of power al;d self-determination:

Feminists can succumb to the pressures for censorship or we can aggressively present
educational and artistic images that show the world as we view it and wish to see it, as part
of a fight for a pro-women and sex—positive society.”
For anti-censorship feminists the only real solution to misogynist pornography is to explore all the
possible ways and means to "empower women and other oppressed groups”.”” Women "are intelligent

human beings not passive victims, and we are directly aﬂ"ected;by the culture around us. We have

something to say on the question of images of women, regardless of how they affect men”.'°°

Underlying Assumptions of the Anti—Censorship Argument

£

W hat is the nature of power and the rde of the slaze?b

Ant:'—g;_epSorship socialist feminists do not claim that power is inherently male or inherently bad. Power is
understood to be a quality of humian relatjonshipé whose form and structure is determined by dominant
social institutions. These feminists feel that power inheres in all human interactions, that it is consistently
being negotiated for, and that ity mn, potentially, be balanced and shared between all people. Specific

relations of power are present and are played out at all levels of society, but are most evident in societal

institutions, such as the sex industry, mainstream media and\the state.}®

Patriarchy as male dominance, as.a form of power, is not universal, nor does it have a universal
form. Itis specific to specific societies.'* In contemporary Western society, patriarchy is shaped by );.hc
structures of industrial capitalism. These structures determine the way in which women will be
subordinated, and influence the form of sexual expression And the shape of desire, lé'nguage ahd huxﬁan *
percéption: " ..the causes of women’s oppression have been many and complex, dgawing on the

fundamental social and economic structures of society”.!*’ In modem society the causes of women’s
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opbrew’on are sh%dﬂxcrms_’pf the principles of capitalism: profit, efficiency, expaasion and
exploitation. 4 ' '

.=

Anti-cepsorship socialist feminists conéentrate on the state and economic concerns as specifically
oppressive to women because they are the institutions, within this pamcnar formation of patriarchy, that
. wield a great deal of influence and authority and have the greatest interest in the mamm"z of the

patriarchal status quo. These wc;mcn’s distrust 6f the state is clearly in evidence in their arguments
against ccnsarsmp ‘The lcgafsystem has an "innate prejudice against women".'** "The vast and complex
body of the s:atekis not neutral, but works along dearlybauiarchd lines™.'** The state fynctions through
the means of social oontml like pornography, to fostcx social relations and structures that will merely

dupbmu: eustmg forms of domination, men over women.

"
A
7

“Socialist feminists’ assumptions about power and the state are based on adaptations of more

\

traditional Mamsz cnuqucs of capitalist ecmqmnc structures: "socialist feminism (conceives) of
wmcmporary male éa:mmnce as part of the economic foun:iauan of society, understanding 'economic’ to
mclud‘ ciu!dbmnn,g and sexual aumry" 19¢ Socxahst feminists expand traditional Marxist catcgonm such
as ihc divison of labcur m include the dmson of labour by gender and the means and modes of
production 0 mdu?: the means and modes of reproduction, childbearing and mnng and sexual practices.
With the cxpémion&and reformation-of thc;f a@yﬁc tools to include (wonicn’s experience, sociafist .
feminists link ;‘yiomcn’s oppression with capi'talism:v'The alienation of contemporary women isa =~
historically specific product of the capi:al{stk' mode of production”.®" Freedom will only come about asa

| o |
result of the transformation of the economic base of society which includes the realms of sexuality and

. . \ . ‘o ' :
pmércation. \ =
1

Socmltst fcfmms& thcrcfor: do not require thc aboimm of power per se, but rather, advocate ns
rcfmmaum and r}:dsstnbunon "we wan! state power, we Aﬂl o redefine whatthe state i5 , bul we want
‘1o takc power mc# want 1o acknowledge that there is pomcr',‘“ According to these women,-one of the
most imparant s;s“hms of human relations in which women need 1o take pow‘cr is sexuality. o



What is the nature af.wmallt)?.

Many socialist feminists see sexuality as a form of expr&e;ibn of desire that is socially constructed. Itisa
complex process of relauonshxps determined by social msmutmns wluch pcrpetuate certain ldeologns
"Sexuality is not something that we ‘have’ our scxuahty is shaped and even constituted by and in the

relatmns that we have with others and with society at large”.!*® These femlmsm\%nderstand that "

no inherent mcaning_ 1n the' sexual acts themselves...meaning (comes) from the constellation of social
events around the act”.'* Socialist feminists draw from r;be work of Michel Foucault and Jeffrey Weeks
their consideration of the various formations of sex and desire over time and the various insu'tulion; which

¥

shape and determine them.'!

mrmodern patria&g;_l'm post—induétrial capitalist society, women's and imen’s sexualities are
characterized by differing forms cf repression. Men are tyré'ﬁhized by dictates that they must dominate -
and be in control. Forlwomen the various ideologies at play, capitalism, judaeo—christianity, patriarchy,
all serve to construct a sexuality fraﬁght with fear and danger. Women are kept from contributing Loblhc
construction c;f their Q:xual desire and are, instead, instructed in the ways (;f p;s%}vi[y and submission:
"patriarchy interferes with femal:;esire and.“u;omen experience their own passion as dangerous”. "“

S(_)cialist feminists, howe\;er, do not focus éntire"ly on the repressive nature of female séxuality.
Rather, thiey see sexuality as an arena of strugglc in whichvcompetjng forces, including women, work at
bringing their conception of sexuality to ﬁ1e que.u Women'é experiences of sexual pleasure and
empowerment w;ithin society cannot be chsmissed as ultjmatelv coerced. Instead they must be cxamirfcd
and uadcmood in'all their plurahty and diversity. ‘h"’ h is necessary to see "sexualily as an open lerrain in
which the powers of the state, of the scientific and moral establishments, and of the sexist ideology of
maie-defined pleasure are constamlymecdqg rgsistance from individuals and grpixps".”“lf we understand
the terrain of sexuality as beipg both "a realm of pléasure and a realm of dc:x%al, violence and danger” ™
{ar‘ women, we will come o see women "both as subjects and obiects md.xx&h:y as both institutonal

and expenential”, ''* and, thereby, empower women, at least theoretically, oy validating their own sexual

pleasurce and by opf;njng a space for sexual exploration.



The area of sexuality is highly poliéitized in contemporary society. Socialist feminists understand
that sexuality is a place where wc;men must have power. They believe that "power is implicit in
sexuality”, ;"ahd that sex practices themselves are made up of the exchange of power:

" Sexual play has to do with exchanges of power, it has to do with experiencing the polarities

It isn’t just a question of being, say points five and six on a scale of one to ten because that's

"equal’, it may also be being ten and being one at various times....sexuality is oomp}ex..,xt isn't
reducible.'*

- Socialist feminists feel that Qomcn should be encouraged 1o take our courage and our heads and our
feminism into the bedroom...to both seek our pleasure ana unde d ou:lpl&sure':;\" Fen;im'st sex is
sex where women have power and control; whe:% women enter :E:n a relationship with knoﬂcdge and
" understanding of the nature of their pleasure: v
Desire does not have to be destructive and power in sexuality does not have to mean

* humiliation...Power can be understood... as a process resuiting from interaction among people
who aré doing something together. Dcsue for pleasure can include a desire..to give as well

as to get pleasurc 120

The socialist feminist understanding of the social construction of sexuality implies that sexuality is
* maileable; that practices that are oppressive and dangerous may be transformed:
)
I
The notion of sexual transformation...forces us to give up the static picture of an unchan‘lgmg
sexual order depending on infant—child socialization that is impermeable and-ngid.'*!
The socialist feminist stince on the malleability of sexuality does not mean, however, that women can
_change their sexual situations by simply 'coming wv_oonsdousness"‘about their repressed sexuality:
Sexuality is malleable but to a point...1o say that it's malleable when you talk apout fxow
sexual desire 1s socially constructed is not the same thing as to say that it remains malleable
all of our lives at al! points, is always accessible to our consciousness and it is always po&snblc
to go in there and change it '*? : .
Indeed, women are not often free 10 deapher the complex processes that determine their sexuai natures.
They are often constrained by fear of degradation and violence. But, in the context of "a sexual reign of
lerror”, ' women must realize that the exploration of theiz sexual fantasies and pleasures can

"offer...relief t...recurrent fear or tension”, *** and can prove to be, in a society characterized by sexual

repression, an inherently subversive act
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Exploration and transgression, however, are only half of women'’s l?atﬂe for power in the:sexuai
arena. WOI;len must also build their own sexuality: "This bujlding is not an individual.mn%rﬁ the culture
around us, our sexual partners, our friends and our political values are all involved in the process.”.!* wé
explore and build our sexuality in context, "as members of ceriain groups that both inhcrii certain
traditions and rwst them".“; Within these communities, icieals and ethical practices are determined.
Sodalist fcmim'sis feel that this pfoces will result in the eventual transformation of social structures and
relations, aﬁd will allow each individual gbé space and freedom to acquire their own sexual autonomy and
to determine their plrefc’rreq sexual practices,

-

Auxiliary Azguments- Libers) feminism ang Sex Liberarianism

~

During the course of the debate \y'thin ferninism apout pornography and sexuality other positions have
= - / - :
emerged. The two pos’iri’on;; which have surfaced most clearly apart from those outlined above, are those

of liberal feminists and pro—éﬁx feminists or sex libertarians. These positions are related to the two main

arguments, but also diverge frcém them in specific areas.
Liberal feminism ) B

Liberal feminists are women who may be seen to work ‘within’ the system to bring about
w_}mprovemems for all women. They populate the National Action Gommittee on the Status of Women
and advisory committees on-the status of women in provinaal and mnim’dpa] governments. They are also

often members of women’s business clubs, professional women's associations amd university women's,

clubs. Their actions ére very much focused on Jobbying for legislative changes.!”

Liberal feminists are, most often. am_j—pomography; they borrow meif definition of pornography
from thg radical fcnﬁnis: criuque. P;)niogmphy is "a presentation...of sexual behaviour in which one or
moré of the parﬁ;ipams are coerced overtly or ‘%plicitly into participation...in which an imbalance of
power is obvious or implied...in which such behaviour can be taken to be advocated or endorsed”™."”
Liberal feminists understand pornograph;”s function to be a form of social control. It denies women's

./f'\

76



humanity by controlling their sexuality, objectifying them, allowing their violation and emphasizing their
biological functions. Pornography limits women'’s "full participation in society”.!*

Liberal fefninists opposed to pornography feel that it is a major causal factor in violence against ‘
women. They cite social scientific studies in which it is concluded that the coupling of sex with aggression
ocould lead to "wpditioning processes whereby aggressive acts become associated with sexual arousal”™.!*°
Pornography is believed "to foster a cultural climate that is tolerant of acts of aggression against

women". !

Liberal anti-pornography activists take a similar approach to radical anti-porn feminists in their
critique of freédom of expression. They often cite radical feminist theorists such as Susan Griffin and
Andrea Dworkin in their work. In their arg:nuems against the state however, they work within the -
established framework of liberalism and speak of reform mmér than revolutioan Lorenne Clark and
Jiltian Ridington argue that it ¥ ‘

is justified to prohibit what causes harm ott;crs...it must...be acknowledged that if one gets

sexually aroused from things which create a clear and substantial risk to the safety and/or

rights of others, then one can justifiably be prohibited from getting one’s responses that way."*’
Ridington f:otzs that "social change requires easy public access to irifomfation that challenges ’the beliefs

and practices of the status quo™.!”’

Liberal fe;;i-i‘nisxs" encourage the use of all available channels to fight pomograph);: street action and
boycotts, cducan'bn, altemative imagéry,’ as well as amendments to the Criminal Code "which would
' entrench the physical and sexual autonomy of women and children within the law”.}** They also support
themdcﬁnjtion of pornography as hate literature and its inclusion in thé Hate Literature section of the

Criminal Code. Human Rights Code amendments are also endorsed.}**

Liberal feminists borrow their analyses of violence against women'and pornography from the work
| .

of radical feminists, but their underlying assumptions about the nature of power and the role of the state
~ are characterized by liberal democratic political theory. They focus on women’s lack of equality within

liberal democratic society and appear to trust in the ability of the state to|distribute benefits and to

77 ] !



administer justice fairly."** The misogynist treatment of women in society violates liberalism’s political

values of fairness and justice; women are denied rights anjd discriminated against The origin of this
discrimination however, is "not mandategl by the l"egal system but is rather informal or based on
custom”.**" Liberal feminists understand the limitations of the state, but tﬁéy cdnﬁﬁuc to contend that
working within the existing social structures for the "extension to women of...liberty, equality autonomy,
self~fulfillment and justice™*** in the area of legal reform is an important feminist strategy.. For these
women feminism is . |
’ the working for the betterment of wom;n in society and the equality of wor;len in society on

every level, economic, political, social, starting with the control over our bodies and control

over our lives."!** ‘
Liberal feminists do not espouse a radical redefinition of social structures or structures of knowledge,

-

instead they work toward the inclusion of women into the ideal liberal democratic state.

St
N N &

Libtiral feminists draw the ‘disn'nction between public display and private meUCe in the realm of
sexuality and sexual practice. Their determination of *public’ and ‘privale’. however, ditfers from ;nore
traditional liberal idcausk Liberal feminists claim that when a specific sexual practice infringes on.the
rights o? others ilibecomes a public concern.’*° If a woman is being !battered\ in the bedroom the i;sue‘is
no longer ’pﬁvatc(‘ but "public’: °

Itds a matter of differentiation between private practice and public endorsement and private
practice is something I would not intervene in unless one of the participants wanted intervention.'*!

Women's rights to freedom from harm are felt to supercede the righ pf men to sexual pleasure: "I'm
more concerned about the freedom of women from harm Lhap I am bo‘ul'the freecéom of a handful of
people to make their material public."**? It may be contended that lfbi;ral_ Femim'st.; focus their attention
on social scientific studies that link pornography with aggreséive bcha\;iour because "they have no
'political’ grounds for opposing (pornography) unless it can be shown to have a direct causal connection

with the violation of women's rights.”'*’

Liberal anu~pomography feminists believe that ideal sexuzl practices shouid be entirely consensual

and relegaicd to the private realm, out of the jurisdiction of the state. Power should have no partin

78



sexual relations: 'me~§11mt joyous sex is about giving rather than dominating."'** Ideal sex occurs when .

* women are empoweret%: "it's a matter of exchange of energies not power".!**
Pro- sex/Sex leenandgu

During the course of th | debate within feminism about pornography, sexuahty, and sexual practice an

e w

alternative position has -'-_u called *pro—sex’. Although many women believe that the anti-censorship

position includes the 'protsex’ position, real ’pro-sex’ women, or sex libertarians, distinguish themselves
from socialist feminists. The pro-sex position first surfaced in the Uni;ed Stdtes in the early 1980's

and several gay activists’ a.n?lyses of the mechanisms of thexr oppression. Some of the proponents of the
sex libertarian posmon in thgp United States are Gayle Rubin, Pat Cahﬁa and Amber Hollibaugh. In

Canada the work oFSue Golding best reflects this position.

Pro—sex women do not have a specific critique of pomography, instead thc' é:rmaze
l

anu—pomography femnmsm. Muxgulmen notes that the radical feminist current 'm North America has

been predommant in the movement for many years. The entrenchment of radical feminist analyses has
brought with it a morality or ’political ‘correctness’.}*¢ According to Dimen people have a "deeply rooted
_ \

wish to belong to a collectivity i which whgt one desires to be is also moral to be".'*’ Radical feminism
has offered that oollecn'vit; and attempted tawgnfdrce the ‘correctness’ of certain desires. \ However,
"(w)hen the radical becomes correct, i: becomes oonsgrvative' ' Within fem:inism, many iésbian
feminists felt oppressed by the moral hegemony of the ann-—pornography current, and were éx\venenang a
contradiction between what they felt they "ought’ o, desue and what they actually were desmng This
contradiction between theory and expeﬁence prompted many of these women to develop a "pro-sex’

analysis of patriarchy.

Gayle Rubin outlines, in her article "Thinking Sex: Notes For a Radical Theory of the Politics of
Sexuality”, some cf the basic tenets of the pro—sex bosiu‘on, Pro-sex women wish to develop' " a radical

theory of sex” to "identify, describe, explain and denounce erotic injustice and sexual oppression”.!**
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Rubin identifies the area of erotic expréssio;l as "a vector of 'opp'ression", 13 and calls forward fc;r

" reassessment eeVefal aspects of Uaditiongthinking about sex. The first of these is the notionlthat sexual
desire is'a ’:_1aturai’ force, that exists prior to social life. Rubin takes issue with this assumption and claims -

. instead that "desires are not preexisting biological entities, but are constituted in the course of historically

- specific social practic&s"."“ Rubin also cites the work of Michel Foucault and Jeffrey Weeks which

examines sexuality as constituted in history andsodety.‘“ Rubin disputes the ‘traditioﬁal view of sex as

sinful and susplaous and takes issue with what she has térmed the "fallacy of rmsplaced scale”: the fact

that " sexual acts are burdened with an excess of &gmﬁmnce" 153

Rubin analyses the phenomenon of -"the hierarchy of sexual values”, a condition in Western society
in which certain forms of sexual expression are valued .above others. The highest f;osition on the scale is
married, heterosexual, reproductive monogamy, next is monogameus heterosexual o&ples. all other
heterosexuaL, stable long term gay relauonshxps follow, and, after them, promxscuous gay people. Lowest
on the smle are the "desplsed sexual castes transexuals transvestites, erShISTS sadomasochists
prostitutes, porn workers and ’generation—crossers’ or people who engage in sex with children.”* These
hierarchies of sexual value are rﬁajnmi;red through institutions such as the Church, psychiauy and the
mainstoeam media. High status forms of sexual expression are validated, and the lower forms are
eonsid;-red to be illnesées menta_l diseasef’ and disorders. The people who populate these lower orders are
persecuted and oppressed ...these hlem.fiﬁxes of sexual value...function in much the same wayas do

ideological systerns of racism, ethnocentrism and religious chauvinism”.!**

Given the historical and socialconstruction-of sexuality, and the systematic policing and persecution
of specific forms of sexual expression by various social institutions, it is necessary tc review "the particular
varieties of sexual persecution”'** and work against prevailing sexual assumptions that erotic "perversions’
are escalating: . ' -

The perversions are not proliferating as much as they are attempting to acquire social space,

small businesses, polmml resources, and a measure of relief from the penalges of sexual /-

heresy. !*’

Rubin reviews the ways in which the persecution of erotic expression takes place, how "(s)exual speech is
%
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forced into reticence, euphemism and indirection”.’** She focuses attention on the state and the ways in
which the hierarchy of sexual values is held up within government bureaucracies and the law: "At their

worst sex law and sex regulation are Simply sexual apért.heid".‘” A .
\

Rubin takes great pains to dlstmgmsh her theory of erotic repression from both radical and socialist
_ feminist theory. She accuses the anti~pornography radical feminists of having "condemned virtually
every variant of sexual exprwsior; as anti-feminist”.'¢° The anti-pornography movement, claiming to
speak for all women, has created a conservative sexual morality. Alfefnatively, socialist feminists, Rubin
claims, are ideologically condescending when the;y exhort women to examine "the meaning, sources, or ‘
historical construction of their sexuality ...The search for a cause is.a search for something that could
change so that these "problematic’ eroticisms would simply not occur.”. ! Rubin contests that these 'sex

modesates’ are simply unable to confront their own uneasiness about certain forms of erotic expression.

Rubin examines the issue of "consent’, claiming that, within the lower castes of the sexual hierarchy,
criminality is more the issue:
Within the law, consent is a privilege enjoyed only by those who engage in the highest status

sexual behaviour. Those who enjoy low—status sexual behaviour do not have the lega] right
to engage in it

The traditional rad:m] feminist cn'tique of the coercion of women into sexual acts and the analyses of the
constraints that impede the truly 'free’ consent of women do not apply to people who are ;roggally
oppressed:

There certainly are structural c;onstIaims that impede free sexual chonc;e but they hardly

operate to coerce anyone into being a pervert. On the contrary, they operate to coerce

everyone Loward normalcy.!#? ,

Rubin and sex libertarian women have distinguished their struggle from the general goals of
feminism.'** They claim that feminism is the theory of gender 6ppression and, although it does deal with
sexual expression and repression, it is not focused spec:ﬁczlly on those issues. Rubin feels it is necessary
lo. separate the categories of sex and gender

Feminist conceptual tools were deveIOped to detect and analyze gender-based hierarchies.
To the extent that these overlap with erotic stratifications, feminist theory has some
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explanatory power. But as issues become less those of gender and more those of sexuality,
feminist analysis becomes irrelevant and often misleading.}¢

/

Sex libertarians claim that it is necessary to recognize the "political dimensions of erotic life* 166

Rubin argues for ’theoretical pluralism’, stating that different forms of power reﬁﬁre different
analytic tools.!s” Other pro-sex women however, mamtam the label of ’feminist’, and argue for a
variegated body of feminist theory that would include many different forms of analysis. They also argue
for a political and social movement which would "speak to individual needs"'** and endorse the strategies

of coalition politics.

Some final words

It may be claimed that the focus of this exposition and the arguments themselves are highly theoretical
and abstract These theoretical issues, however, are at the core of feminist practice and their definition
and determination will, in turn, h¢lp to determine the agenda for future feminist action. Thus the heated

and impassioned debate over these issues; these women are battling over the very meaning of feminism

and no less than the future of the movement is at stake.

In the following chapter I will offer an interpretation of the debate in an attempt to understand it
more clearly. Each position’s criticisms of the other will be reviewed. 1 will then explain what | have

found to be their most fundamental points of difference.
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THE DEBATE: AN INTEliPRETATION

lnuﬂug_ﬁ_j icn

In thls chapter I will explore the feminist debate about pornography in detaii. - order to do this 1 will
review and discuss the criticisms and accusations that characterize the debate. 1 will also analyze the
s1m11& structures of the criticisms. The examination of these criticisms will lead to a discussion of the

fundamental theoretical differences between the pgsitions that underlie the debate. These differences
§ ’ o

- e

concern de{ﬁnitié!ns’of patriarchy, ideology, femngst praxis, and feminism itself.

As I have mentioned in the previous %hapter, the two major positfbns in the debate,
gnﬁ—pomograph& and anti—censo\rship, are (%rect]y associated with two other distinct pocitions within
ferrﬁnism, radical feminism and socialist feminism. The most prominent spokespeople for the
anti-pornography movement are radiczl‘fémimsts and those who spe«x fcr the anti-censorship position
are most often socialist feminists. This is not to imply that liberal feminists and pro-sex women have not
been actively involved in the debate, but it may be conte;lded that these two positions have been
suﬁsumed under the tﬁ;o dominant positions; liberal feminists afe predominantly anti-pornography and

pro—sex women are, generally, opposed to censorship.

The association of radiqu and socialist feminist arguments with the anti-pornography and"
anu’lcensorshif) poéitions has made it difficult to classify the positions. For the sake of clarity ] will use
the label 'anti-pormnography’ oﬁjy when I am re;émng 10 both liberal and radica! feininists or to the
anti-pornography movement specifically. The label 'gnti-censorship’ will be used to refer to both socialist

and pro—sex feminists or to the anti~censorship movement in particular. At all other times, most notably

during discussions of theoretical issues, the labels 'radical’ and 'socialist’ will be employed.

L
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The antH:cnsorship position came aboﬁ’t in Canada as a resultbf a number of different factors.
Since the ;nﬁ-censomhip argument evolved after the development of the anti-pomqgraphy position, it
has based much of,its analysis on a critique of the anﬁ:pomogl;aphy feminist analysis of pornography and
sexualityfk This section will be su'uc‘mr;d to present the anti—éensorship ctitique of anti-pornography
feminism first, followed by the @d—mmogaph; response to the criticisms and their own criticisms of the
anti-censorship position. It must also be noted tnat much of the criticism that has characterized this
debate has addressed the underlying assumptions of the anti-pornography and anti—censorship positions
which are associated with radical feminist and socialist feminist analyses. A large amount of criticism,
;herefore, is exchanged speéiﬁmlly between radical feminists and socialist feminis;. After I presént an

~ exposition of the criticisms I will attempt to analyze the criticisms in reiation to each other.

-~

Anti- censorship feminists criticize Anti- pornography femim‘st;

Anti~censorship criticisms of the.anti—pomograph§ movement take two distinct fo;nfs: socialist feminist
criticisms of theoretical inconsistencies and inadequacies within th;: radigzl feminist argum‘em., and
criticisms of the anti-pornography movement’s general impact on feminism. The former will be eiplored'
first since it provides the groundwork for the latter.

Socialist feminists’ most common criticism of the radical feminist argumet about pornography is
that igﬁis theoretically reductionist Radical feminist theory fails to recognize t.he complex nature of the
relinionships between image ahd reality, fantasy and aciion and sex and violence. Radical feminists
simply collapse these disu'nctioﬁé in such a way as to reveal an inescapabie and unavoidable position of
oppression for women. They tend to read mrqugh t];e image, socialist feminists claim,-as if it were a

neutral mirror of reality, instead of understanding it as a complex social construction whose meaning is not

implicit but contextually specific and determined in the processes of communication around it
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As a result of this simplistic understandmg of the i 1mage radical feminists believe that images
o 5
 directly affect behaviour. Socialist feminists see this to be a behawounst assumptinn ‘which leads to the

,,—“3

‘conclusion that all people are consistently conditioned and mampulated by all kinds of unagery It mplus
' that people are unable to distinguish between symbohc and Ifteral meaning:

To assume that symbols have a unitary meaning, the one dommant cultures assign to them, is

to fail tO investigate the individual’s experience and cognition of symbols... Thi assumpuon

grants mainstream culture a hegemony it claims, but rarely achieves...! * 7 i
Socialist feminists cortend that women need to examine the symbolic é‘omext of the imigew and the
elements affecting imefpretation before they can begin to understand the images’ 1m7;'>act on their viewers: _
"We need to know .wh;t the viewer brings with her to make an interpretatibn: a cultural fran?e
Tesonances, c%)nnecu'ons and personal experiences."’ ’

&~

Accbfding to socmhst feminists, rzdical feminists simplistically claim that the:pornographic image i
sexual violence becﬁuse it {s seen to engender it: "pornography"is P oo@e word for vicious nﬁc lust™.’ This
is a dangerous reduction which runs the risk of alienating many women who might héve a rqlgﬁdnship
with pornogfaphy. To define "pornpgraphy ...as the enemy (is)...to make a m ias’h ed of their

sexual feelings and afraid to b’e honést about them".‘

The conflation of pornography with sexual wolégce beUays a larger theoretical reduction thhm the
radical feminist position: the statement that all heterosexual sexual practices are violent and coercive for
women. Somahst feminists claim that ths assurnpuor; is sieverely disempowering for heterosexual women.
It does not allow them tm. experience of their own pleasure and leaves them to live wit‘h a fm&méﬁml
contradiction: how can heterosexual women have sexual pleasure within a patriarchal society? Some
socialist feminists women feel that this "revulsion against heterosexuality (serves)...as the thinnest of -

' .
covers for disgust with sex itself™.’ Socialist feminists contend that radical feminists see all sex as sexism

and confuse "erotic power in sexual play...with the power of coercion in rape”.® This world view

ultimately works to "deny women any agency at all in the long history of heterosexuality”.’
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de;’tisp feminists also cﬁtieize what they see to be the essentialist assumptions of radical feminist

thinkers in the areas of male and female sexuality. Within the radical feminist argument, socialist.
T Co E

feminists assert, are aséumﬁtions about the innate qualities-of ‘maleness’ as violent, coercive and

>

dangerous and female sexuality as the opposite: _ |
Male sexuality is driven, irresponsible, genitally oriented end potentially leihal Female' '
sexuality is muted, diffuse, interpersonally oriented and benign. qu crave power and
orgasm, while women seek reciprocity and intimacy.' v F

This polarization of male and female qualities and reliance on biological explanations for gender

' _ differences does not serve feminism, socialist women daini, but, rather, fur;her emphasizes the

dichotomies structured by capitalist patriarchy which are false and originally meant to keep women in

their ‘positions of:eppressioxx To emphasize women'’s "hiologically inherent’ reproductive eapacities and

J\

the subsequent qualities of nunurance emotionality and physicality, is to gspouse ideas that are "bound

W

up, through s;ymmemc:zla opposmon, in the very ideological system feminists wam to desu'oy

. —
P

Socxahst feminists include in their criticisms those radical feminists who claim that women’s

sexuality does not have innate qualities but is entirely constructed within patriarchy. Radml feminists

understand women's passivity to be socially constructed but claim that violence is innate, "intrinsic and the

crystallization of maleness".* According to socialist feminists these are contradictory assumptions.

Some radical feminist theorists such as Carol Gilligan, Mary Daly and Patricia Hughes attempt to
build a feminist moral system based on the reclaimin/g of feminine’ valu'es, such as.nurturance,
emotionality and integration. Socialist feminists feel that these attempts lead to a ‘form of moral
absolutism that e)gcludee a ?;st méjority of women.! These theorists ignore the specificity of women’s
experience and espouse ahistoriczl and essentialist notions of the eonstitun'on of gender and gender
oppression. Their work i seen to contain umversahz.mg claims about women’s experience wh1ch are
oased on white, rmddle class North American values. UniV€tsalization has been criticized by other
feminists as a patriarchal conceptual tendency which contIaVenes the feminist valuing of personal
etpeﬂenfes and specific, individual, material circumstances.
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) Radlml femxmst Lheonsts lack an historical analysis of women’s oppression, soaahstyomen
cerntend. They sée patnarchy as timeless and women'’s position th.lnn it as fundamentally unchangmg
over class -Tace anégggocxal ba.rners“ Because, of this faﬂure radical feminists have not learned rrom the

/expenenoes of first wave femmlsts Socialist feminists contest that, dunng the first wave, the sgcxal puriy

s

movement’s mmpmgn agams‘%rosummn and venereal disease and ns focus on o L

2

woman as sexual v1ct1m...became a weapon with which the male ruling class ..strengthened
its hegemony over women, sexual outlaws and the poor, by estabhshmg a state apparatus of
. protectionist sexual policies.!? ‘ _

1

Socialist women opposed to censorship feel that radical feminists are in danger of repeating this mistake

by advocating the use of protectionist measures for pornography. : -
: & 4

. 'T'hese theoren'ml faults lead to problems with the anti-pornography movement’s practice according

ol

to.socialist femxmsr_s The most common criticism of the ann-pomography movement is of its intensive
- focus on women’s sexual victimization and dommauon by men. - This focus mobilizes fear, rage and anger
in women: . , ' ‘ - /

- today’s anti-porn-campaigns achieve their energy by mobilizing a complex amalgam of
female fear and rage and humiliatiof in strategic directions that are not in the long term best
” interests of (t_he) movement.'*

:

These emotions may be sueeessﬁll motivators toward action and analyses socialist feminist concede but

Vo

their application to the determmauon of social poiicy

creates a demand-for revenge and punishment and gets in the way of the kind of

person-to-person group—to—group confrontation and negotiation that alone can bnng about s 3

real social healing - the precondmon of real change.'*

Anti~pornography ferninists’ focus on pornography limits the potential of the movement by
drawing feminist attention away from other crucial issues for women such as abortion, daycare and other
ECONOMIIC 1SSues. Anti-censOrship feminists contend that a focus on pornography alone "cannot fully
define the situation in which we find ourselves”.'* Anti-pornography womens_?;concem with pornography

and legal reform has conuined feminist energy and weakened the movement
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Anti~censorship women dre critical of what they §eé$w be the moral hegemony of the

anti-pornography movement. The creation of su'ict mora"f [c'lntegories with regards to sei and sexual
3 Lmagery has rcsulwd in the establishinent, thhm femxmsm, of "the very old idea that sex xs  an especially
’shameful, dmturbmg and guilt-provoking area of hfe" 17 Anti-censorship feminists claim that women have

"chosen a rhetorical strategy that can arouse and engage but that cannot lead us to a position beyond the
old moral cmcgones of female nghteousness" 1 'I'he moral absoluﬂsm anti~censorship feminists criticize
in theory is seen to have "fostcred a blamatory and elitist atutizde among those who consider themselves
womzm—ldentﬂied"19 in practice. Ann—censorshlp women feel that this moral absolutism_and its

imposition by the anti-pornography movement is one of the primary reasons for the continued animosity

of the debate. ¢

Anti-censorship feminists claim the:
anu'—porh ‘world view purports to solve several problems at once; it explains movement

failures; ...it reestablishes unity at a2 ime when differences among women were increasingly
visible and theoretically important® . ™ :

3 :
According to anti-censorship feminists, this unity has come at the high price of masking the potentially
fruitful diversity of women’s expen'encevi These women contend that anti-pornography 'fegginist fear
of...difference manifests itself as a concern with public relations, ap. attempt to keep the women’s

movement respectable and free of pollution”.?! 5

e
-

" The anti-censorship Criticism%’ﬁon’;"t.he anti—porﬁography ferninist position regarding the use of the
state was reviewed in the previous chapter. There is no need to repeat their crmasms here. Suffice it to
say that anti-censorship women believe that advocating legal reform is a dangerous tactic for feminists.
They believe anti—porpography Pferninjsts’ call for the use of the state is the result of faulty theoretical

assumiptions, a lack of historical perspective and the imposition of a rigid ’feminist’ morah’ty.‘

" All of these factors, the focus on victimization, the perpetuation of women’s fear and rage, the
determination 6f a form of feminist moral absolutism, and the enforcement of unity have had a great -

impact on the condition of the women’s movement. Anti-censorship women contend that the



e

anti~pornography movement’s moral code based on reclaimed feminist values, its criu'que of pomography
and’sexual representation, and its call on the state for legal protecuon bears a smhng‘giagemblance o

(claims) of the QOmmant culture..."?? and has created the conditions for feminist cooptation by right wing

conservative interests. The focus on sexual violence and women’s victimization has also "alienated many

of the former allies in the women’s movement and discouraged younger women from participating”.”

Anti- pornography feminists respond and criticize

Radical feminists opposed to pornography refute socialist feminist criticisms of theoretical reductionism,

A

along with claims that they focus’ oo iatensively on women{zictimization, by stating that t.héir concern is ‘

not with theory but thh helping women who are victims of sexual violence. Radical feminists claim that
socialist wome;l deny the reality a_nd extensiveness of” sexual vwlence "violence against women is not a ’
minority expenence, we all experience.it”.?* Socialist feminists, they state, are armchair criu'cs;l they are
not the women who wq_rk with victims of sexual violence and pomography at rape cnsxs centres and |

v

shelters for battered women. Radical feminists claim that socialist ferninists are more concerned with

theoretical abstractions than with women’s lived reality.’*

134

. Radical feminists ask: "Why does the leﬁ—v.'ing...amomaﬁcally become victim oriented when
analyzing the state, but refuse to cjhestion the way in which sexuality can be used against us?"*¢ They
accuse socialist feminists of arguing backwards from their anti~censorship stance 10 a position in which
they :are forced to defend pbmogra‘phy.” Socialist women are accused of

taking the view...that pornography is ...a non-issue, a red herring, a distraction from work on

‘basic change...it is in fact benign, something that does not harm but rather helps men and

sexually liberated women to have hotter sex. In short censorshlp isa fermmst issue but porn

is not?
They state that the socialist feminist critique of pornography is based on civil libertarian ideals of freedom
of expression or simplistic Marxist notions "in which *men’ are substituted for the rt)ing class™.?* Socialist
alternatives to pornography, these women claim, "address the values of the next generation. They ao not
address present tense oppression”.*® In other words, for socialist women, the problem of pornography will

" disappear only after the revolution.
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ism in the area of sexuality

. Radical fermmsts refute the socrahst feminist accusation of essentia

i

They claim t.hat they do not view the quahues of gender or sexual desire as gatural forces. Instead, they

it

objecuﬁcauon and violence".*! The patnarchal construction of sexuality is ["the means of maintaining
sexual inequality between the sexes.” The expre&fion of sexual desire is o jot immune to these qualities.
In fact, radical feminists oontend, male and female sexuahty and sexual dbsrre itself are male

. constructions.

In light of these assumptions radical feminists claim that socialigt women cannot simply drsrmss
themselves from these relatmns and freely pursue alternative’ sexualipracnces They claim that socialist

feminists’ exhortation t0 women to explore thetr pleasure is, m reah ,an exhortatron to celebrate

b - A\\»,A

patriarchal forms of sexual expression that have oppressed women ,for years. Women who are practicing
| alternanve sex, for example lesbian sado-masochists, are not subﬂertmg the dominant pamarchal codes
| of behavrour "those who call themelves sexual dissidents may nbt be d1ss1dent at all but rather the most
eloquent proponents of the sexual status quo”.*? According to radiml feminists, "sado-masochism is a_
mainstream practice”*?; it is simply impossible for women to divorce tllemselves and their desires from

the pervasive effects of pal:riarchy: ,

Radical feminists accuse socialist feminists of failing to analyze the area of sexulility carefully.
They claim that if socialists can agree that sexuality is socially constructed and social sfiictures are
determined by patriarchy, then how can they believe it is possible for women to have uncoerced sex?
Radical women claim that it is socialist women who see sexual desire as essential, as “the last bastion of
individual expression”.** Radical feminists suggest that, because sexuality is an area in which women q_re
uncertain and fear:ful, vyomeh, especially socialist feminist womeh, find it difficult to examine sexuallty
' closely and, therefore, protect it This protecu'onlst attitude towar’d sexuality prevents socialist women
from umlerstanding that "sexuality is socially constructed so that women are going to get hurt".’* Seme

radical feminists feel that this defense of patriarchal sexual practices is "a desperate attempt to avoid the
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anti-sex "prude label".**

Change in the area of sexual expression and representation will be difficult to bring about, radical
femuusts concede. Just as sexual practices within patriarchy can never be truly liberating or pohueally
subversive, sexual 1magery can qever bwak the oodes of male objectification. Radml anu—pomography
women criticize the socxahst ant:—censorshlp strategy of creating 'sex—positive’ imagery and texts to
counteract msogymst pornographic material. These women claim that, since 1t is impossible to determin

what fernale sexual practices fight be, it is equally impossible to create feminist erotic imagery.”

Radical femxmst Susan Cole admits it is very difficult for a woman to have sexual rclauomhxp« or
0 make or appreciate sexual imagery within the patriarchal order. For Cole, the qumon of "how to ge
outsxde that perfect system of vmnmuanon to real pohuml agency for women"“ is 3 true dilemma.

Aocordmg to radical femlmst women, living with this canfrad:cuon is simply a part of the burden of bcm

’

femirfist in a patriarchal world.

Radical feminists respond to socialist feminist criticisms about the use of the state by stipulating
;;Lhet they do not see the state as being the central locus of power. They see the educational system and

the mass media as eqﬁally dangerous. For radical feminists there is no "outside’ the structures of

patriarchy, therefore the question of using the state is a pusely theoretical one. These women want to

effect changes for women’s material existence as quickly as possible. Theoretical 'correctness’ is not of

concern to them:

At this point in the development of feminist ideas we can say that as long as the state is
male—-dominated and the sysiem that creates it is male—defined, we will never know whether
the state can ever be neutral or whether women can ever exercise enough clout to transform
the practice of the state in a non—sexist world. In the meantime, regardless of what role we
may fantasize for a future government, it is our responsibility to examine the specific ‘
practices of present governments and assess our positions.*?

-

Cole suggests that the feminist influence on the state has been ’stunning’® and that women can’ continue
to have an impact on the legislative process as long as they are aware of the potential dangei's. In
response to socialist féminists’ anti-state positions Colé states: "My fear is that if feminists withdraw

entirely from the legislative and legal processes, there is an even greater risk that the law will be used



against us”.*'

«a\nu-pomogmphy feminists answer muasms :ha: mm them of being coopled by the night wing

- -by muxxgmat this tssxmplynouhe truth. dmanm MacKinnon notes um it is a fiction created by the

media Rcfcmng 1o the mm;mgn for the tmplcmcmauon of the Mumeapohs ordinance, she notes: "so

: farwchavc:wcwednosuppoﬂ mamngnolmumaq votes, aud:cnccs,muney access - from the .
> prganized Right'." In Canada, Susan Cole poin}s-out. the danger of cooptation is virtually non—existent:
_,?'Canadian moral majoritists trust the police far morc than they trust wo;mcn"‘.” Anti—pomogapﬁy women
feel that anti-censorship forces are far more at ns.k of coo;;tation bccawc?f their atﬁmde-towz;i'd

" sexuality and allernative sexual imagery. They cite, specifically, Varda Burstyn's inm;'\;icw in Forum as
the “consummate liberal '&ct"‘ and ont betraying a naive trust in the powers,of the mase mcdia

Anu- ocmersh:p women run the risk of cooptation because thcy are not, fung, aware of the the h:mtauom

s

of the pcrfcct sym of victimization’ that is pamarchv

Susan Cole accuses anti-cemsorship activists of using alarmist language in the gfesentation of their
cause. She notes that words such as "ban’, *ceasorship’, and 'resistance’” '

arc being used 1o distort the political situation or <oscare the living daylights out of us in a

cynical attempt to fnake state censorship appear worse than any :)lh:r form of censorship or

more terrifying than anything else we might experience.*’
The treatment of such ﬁlm§ as Noi A Love Story by the "O‘htario‘Censor Board is not the result of an.
explicit desire 1o repress political idcas, Cole claims. "but the result of the Board's arbitrary standards” **
An‘u“fccnsﬁzihip activists, therefore, misunderstand tjnc nature of the censorship process and, consequently,
scnsatioqalizc_thc issue fthmtzgh the manupulation of hnguagc in &du 10 gain-suppon for ‘théir position.

It does not appear as though anti-pomography feminisis have directly addressed the
anti-censorship fMt cntiasms ing thc zﬁoml apwu'ﬁsm and hegemony of the
mﬂ~p§nwgraphy movemenl Nor have they addressed the criticisms regarding the lack of historical
perspective, the diversion of feminist atiention away from other issues, of the imposition of a false unity

gpon the movement Anti-pomography women do, however, feel anti-censorship women “have made
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the debate on pornography all but impossible. Thg)/ have misrepresented the issue as a pro~ or anti-
censorship debate™.*” They feel anti—censorshjp‘ feminists have impeded analysis of and action against
pormography by focusing on censorship. For ami—pomographyﬁ women, this insistence on the dangers of

censorship has been a root cause of the debate.

Some thoughts on the criticisms”

As has been shown, the major positions in the pornogfaphy debate appéa: to be polarized over a number
of issues. During the past few yéms, accusations have flown between the camps in Canada. Although it
vis obvious the debate in the United States bctwecn ant-pomography feminists and pro—s.c;a women has
" been much more immz—'the fights between W(omen) A(gz{msl) f’(omoéraphy) and lesbian

- sadoﬁlasoéhists have r S mbledgang warfare™*'~ in Canada the ideological splits between radical

z;hu'—pomography feminists and sodalist anti—censorship feminists havcrsurfaccd clearly and dramatically.

. s !
The anti-pornography and anti-censorship positions have been argued in the 'Letters’

the feminist press and at conferences, rallies and women's groups throughout the country.
course of the literature review and pamc:pam observation at these conferences and raktfés undertaken for
this study, it has become clear that many of the accusations from one camp to the other have becn the

same; the only difference is the issue. The formulaton appears to be: pomography is to socialist

anti-censorship feminists what censorship is to_radical anti-pornography feminists.

Fach camp am@ the other of mobilizing fear and anger in women énd of appealing 1o emotion
over iri'[cllect in order to gain support for its position. Anu'~censors_hip socialist criuques of the
ant—-pornography focus on vicu'mizaubp are extensive. These women feel that the focus on sexual . ’
ﬁdcm gets in the way of intelligence, appeals to c?nou'ons and ends up frightening women more than
anyone é}se." Mwmaﬁvély. anti-pornography feminists Susan Cble and Eve Zaremba have criu'cized/
what they lermn 10 be anti-censorship women's sensationalization of thefmouves and actions of thc'Oman"o
Censor Board. as well as their usé of MiSL language in the discussion of censorship. **

r‘:.ntj—pomography feminists claim that aﬁﬁ-censorship women are paranoid:
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The sudience at the FAC (Feminists Against Censorship) Forum were in an uproar overa
phantom, while ignoring a clear and present danger (pornography) - the result of engaging
people’s emotions before informing their minds.*!

-

Both positions accuse the qthcr of collapsing into liberalism. Anti-pormnography womer are accused
by anti-censorship feminists of being liberal because they advocate the use of legislation in dealing with
pomnography and seem to believe that the liberal democratic state will serve their interests.
Anti—censorship worPen feel that anti-pornography feminist theorists hav; giveh in 10 civil libertarians by
| allovﬁ‘ng meir,vamlysw of pornography and séxuah'ty to be used by them in campaigns for legislative
reforms.*’ On the other hand, anti-pormnography feminists accuse anti—censorship feminists of &cpousiné
and defending the civil libertarian ideals of 'freedom of expression in their critique of censorship. As well,
they mﬁdzc anti-censorship feminists’ use of mainstream media, for example B\lustyn’srapp&rance in
Forum, as a liberal act Anti-censorship feminists are seen to be naively uncritical of the most liberal of

institutions, the popular media.

| Both ann';pomography and anti-censorship camps accuse the other of relying too heavily on

American based theory and analyses instead of validating the work of Canadian women. Anti-censorship
women see anti-pornography femim‘sts%sc of such theoreticians as Dworkin, Griffin and Millet, and the
adaptation of the Minneapolis ordinance, as a failure 1o recognize the specificity of Canadian women'’s
political and social experience, and an attempt to impose the concerns of American feminists on Canadian
women. Anti-pornography women critidze anti-censorship feminists for importing American sex
libertarian ideas, as well as American criticisms of the md—mmogaphy movement Both groups feel the
other ignm;es the specifically Canadian poliLicgJ reality; ami—cen;orship women ignore Canada’s lbng
raditon of industrial regulation, anti-pornography women ignore the threatening history of the Ontario

Censor Board and the actions of other state mandated systems of prior restraint

) 7 Perhaps the most revealing common accusauon is that of collaboration. Both groups accuse the
othcr of cooptation and of betraying 'true’ feminist mtemts Radical fexmmsts opposed to pornography

are coopted by the Right wing - they have worked together'm the area of legal reform - and, ultimately
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. they agree with the méntl majority about the eradication of all s;:xually explicit material. They betray
feminist interests by imposing moral standards and ignoring wczimm’s specificity and sexual needs.

Socialist women opposed to censorship are accused of havihg collaborated with the mainstream media and ,
the pornographers ihem_selves Varda Burstyn’s interview in m is cited as an example of how socialist
women betray feminist interests by trusting patriarchal institutions aind ’&jsg%sing feminist disagreements

in public forums. -

It appears that each side accuses theyot.her of defending issues that it perceilves to be the most

t

threatening t6 women. Antj;pomography fem}msts criticize anti~censorship women of being so strongly
opposed 1o censorship that "they argue backwards" from that point to a defense of pornography.*’
Ant-censorship women see"tll'lal some anti-pornography feminists have-anempted 10 downplay the threat
of censorship by ridiculing attempts to reveal the hidden political motves in the actions of such groups as
the Ontario Censor Board. Anti-pornography women define censorship as a variegated przictice
rdetermined by context and destruc‘rjve in degrees, which is exactly the way in which éﬁu—censorship ’
women déf‘me pornography. Bch groups are attempting to bring-their issue to the foféground@of feminist

e

discussion.

It becomes obvious, after an examination of these criticisms, that both groups perceive the problems

very differently; their accompanying analyses Sétray different areas of concentration. Radical feminists

-see sexuality 1o be the primary sphere of oppression for women and have c}gvelopeduan extensive analysis .
of it Socialist women havé a more complex understanding of the machinations of Fhe state and see it as a
fundamental source of women’s oppression. Both groups point out the limitations of the other’s analysis;

radical feminists criticize socialist women's fear.of the state, socialist women criticize radical fennr;§;;' fear

of sexual imagery. In light of this, the deeper structures of the debate become clearer. Simply, these

groups are arguing past each other about issues and from positions that are fundamentally different

These fundamental differences, I contend, li¢-in each position’s definition of patriarchy and

.

__ideology, and in its perception of feminist praxis, the implementation of theory into practice. These
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differences, in tum, betray even more profound differences in the percep;_ion and deﬁnitidn of feminism |
itself. It is no wonder, then, that the debate about pornography and censorship has stalemated time and

time again. - —~

Fundamental Differences

| . r .

In this section the similarities between the two. positions on pornography and censorship will be.used as a
point of entry into a discussion of the areas where, I contend, the fundamental differences in the two

arguments have emerged: in the deffnitioﬂ of patriarchy, ideolegy, the understanding of feminist praxis,

and the definition of feminism itself.

The ann—censorshlp and ann—pornography argumenr.s have been explored in detail in the precedang
chapter and the section above. Ithas been made clear that the positions these women have taken in
relation to the issYes have revealed quite different understahdings of more fundamental issues such as the

»gktqre of sexuality, power, and t:he role of the state. I have Stated that these undeflying assumptions
reflect a longer standing division within feminism: the division between radical feminism and socialist,
femi These difTefences have also been explored in the preceding chapter. But what are the

simnilgrities between these fwo ‘positions?

o ‘Both positions seem 10 agree that the function of pornography is an ideological one. Pornography
is seen as a form of advertieing and of sex education that helps to maintain the Status quo. Both |
’anu'—pomograﬁhy radical feminist analysts and anti-censorship socialist ferninist theorists rely on the

~ concept of 'social construction’ in their understanding of the issues. Both claim that it is negcessary o see
pornography as socially constructed and culturally specific. They also agree that sexuality is a social |
construction and both borrow concepts from the work of Michel Foucault Why, then, do
anti—pomogrziphy women and anti—censorship women dieagree on the actual definitions of pomogfaphy

and censorship?
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It may be contended that these women disagree because they are working wnh dxfferei{t ideas about

i

‘what relations of power constitute the-seciety in which these phenomena are constructed and ng__ the
\

process of construction works It seems obwous that these two groups differ in theu definitions ?f

\
Y

patnaJ'chy and 1deology

Patriarchy and Idedlogy

- Radical feminists’ analysis of and position in relation to pomogfaphy betrays a conviction that the most,
oppressive and pervasive power relation of all human relations is that whieh exists between men and |
women.** Patriarchy is defined as the systematic oppressxon of women by men, or, simply, as a system of \
oppression based on gcnder Radical feminists believe that patriarchy has existed throughout history and
across cultures. Patriarchy also perpetuates the most prevalent ideology in the modern world; it affects all
relationships, all ways of being, all ways of percewmg Patriarchal ideology is defined as a world view
based on the oppression of women by men, and is understood to be produced by men and imposed on

women

These women understand sexuality to be the "primary sccial sphere of male power™*. For tadical
feminists there is no 'outside’ patriarchy: its ideology is all encompassing.’* Consequently, there is no
true’ female sexuality. They, therefore, have developed an extensive analysis of female sexuality and
sexual oppression. It is from this perspecnve that they define pomography and sexuality as sexual
violence against women and determine stIategles for combatting Lhem It is also from this perspecnve that
vthese women set the overall agenda for feminist action. It is not surprising, then, that ending sexual

violence is the first item on their agenda.

3

Socialist feminists also understand patriarchy to be the systernntjc oppression of women by men, but

o - ¢
they define it further by insisting that it has taken different forms over time and across cultures.
. E ' ’
Although these women perceive patriarchy as a predominant, pervasive, and oppressive form of social

organization, they contest that the structures of capitalism are equally oppressive and pervasive: "socialist

ferninists look towards both an economic, class and gender system as being essentially responsible for
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 creating the matrix of oppression in which we live”.*” These two systems of power relations combined
oppress both men and women, but women doubly so. Women s oppression is seen to take place m,r{le
economic sphgres of life as well as the sexual ones. Socialist femmxsts believe that the structures of

capitalism and pamarchyujfeet all aspects of life. But, they also beheve that individuals and communities

A

%
- Socialist women dgﬁne 1deology as a dynamic process an area of su-uggle éat is‘continually being

can pose challenges, through various forms of action, to these dominant orders.

shaped and reshaped by oonﬂxcts that take place between institutions - such as the media and the state -
which serve dominant interests, and individuals and groups who are striving for economic and sexual
zutonomy.** It ;s from this perspective that socialist feminists opposed to censorship define pornography

~ as a variegated genre of cultural product that includes non—séxist and misogynist imagery, and sexuality as
a sphere of social relations that Lis potentially both d:ingerous and pleasurable for women. Socialist
feminists base their strategies for combatting pornography and sexual oppression, as well as their long
term goals for fe;m'nism, on this definition of patriarchy and this dialectical understanding of ideology. It

is not surprising that one of their primary goals is economic autonomy for women.

The more superﬁcml differences in the radm] and socialist feminist positions on pornography can
be partially reduced to the theoretical issue of how patriarchy and ideology are defined. Radical feminists
see it{t::;lgy as some 'thing’ that is imposed from above by men; they do not feel women can escape its
pervasive éffects. Theoretically, Lhep, thhm this understanding, there is no hope for women, no agency,
" no possibility for fighting back. §o<;ialist feminists’ definition of patriarchal capitalism and their-definition-
of ideology, which includes the possibility that women and other oppressed groups can fight back to
express za‘lter‘x,iat.wo views and, perhaps, help to influence the development of society, leaves room, in
theory, for women’s individual and collvectwe agency. In the socialist feminist theory of pamaxchy women
can be both oppressed and empowered; there is potential for women’s liberation. in the radical feminist

N

definition of patriarchy and understanding of the top—down imposition of its ideology, there is no room

for such empowerment. Women'’s agency ends with the naming of oppression.

—~
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If socialist feminists’ theory allows for women'’s liberation and radical feminists’ does not, then why ..

are all feminists not socialist feminists? This question brings us td a consideration of the next
fundamental difference that has emerged between radical and socialist feminists in the debate about

pornography: their understanding of praxis, or the relationship of theory to t)t'actice.

Feminist Praxis

Socialist feminfsts have criticized radicnl women for only seeing women’s victimization and, therefore,
only finding women’s wcumtzatmn_ Radical feminist theory is understood 10 be profoundly pessxrmstw
and hmtted, The ann—pomography movement’s analysis of the victimization of women éthrough |
pomography severely limits, ‘socialist women clatm women’s self—perceptton as social agents who have the
ability to influence t.heu life course. The lack of potential emancipation for women in radiml feminist

theory is seen to have a direct impact on the kinds of sttategy radical feminists develop and put into

practice.

I

Socialist feminists feel it is necessary for.'their strategies "to reflect the morality (they) want to
build” to "get at all the causes of wolence and sexism”.** Varda Burstyn stipulates that, in order-to do thts
* there must be a consonance or symmetry between the means chosen and the ends themselves

If we are to construct loving, reponsible relations between people of all ages and sexes, we
. must ground our legal and social actions in the best of what people are living today, not the worst."’

Socialist feminists believe that all feminists should make sure that the methods and strategies they use do

-

not undermine their goals. In this way, socialist women work from a dialectical understanding of the

relationship between theory and practice; women'’s experiences in the world and their visions, desires, and

goals for the future shape each other and, thereby, create an ever—-evolving femihist practice.‘{'

Radical feminists have a completely alternative conception of the role of theory in the
determination of action and, as a result, a different understanding of feminist praxis. They believe that
the method or stategy used "organizes the apprehension of truth (and).’.. determines what.é:ounts as
evidence and defines what is to be taken as verification™.®! Their strategies are directed toward revealing |

the 'muth’ of women’s oppression. For radical feminist women, strategy does not need to reflect the
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desired ends themselves, but should reflect and act upon the real material arcumstances that exist, in the

present, for women. <

| . Radical feniim‘}»ﬁraxjs is grounded in the ﬁosition of women within patriarchy: a position of
oppression. For these women, consciousness raising, which is the collective naming of wemen’s
experience of opgression, is "the major wchﬁizue of analysis, structure of organization, method of practice

and theory of social change of the women’s movement".¢? All feminist actionr and theory is based upon

e

Bl -

wm;:en’s concrete experiences of oppression.

k.

Radical women refute the socialist feminist critique that they deny women agency. Susan Cole
states: "people say ’you see women as victims’, I say we see wbmen as survivors and incredibly strong,
they can do amzzing.tliings."’ They claim that they revive and champion women’s voices from within the

constraints of oppression, and that the power of this collective voice is the revolutioniry force of
feminism. The presumption of women’s ability to understand the mechanisms of their oppression is the
basis for radical fe%niét theory

4 S

Radical feminists criticize socialist feminists’ praxis By claiming that these women assume agency.on
the part of women before they have actually achieved it By doing this, radical womer contend, they
obscure the reality of women’s oppression. Soma.hst feminists assume equality in their action "rather than
making the action itself do something to make equality come about”.** Susan Cole cites the example of
the Minneapolis ordindnce:

MacKinnon and Dworkin...didn’t want to devise a law thai said ’everybody’s created equal,

so we do nothing or we do something for everybody’. They wanted a law that would do

something, that would bring about women'’s civil equality... instead of establishing a law that

assumes it’s already taken place.*
Radical women, therefore, do not concern themselves with ’Hb;ratory thinking’ but, rather, work for'short

term goals to alleviate women’s condition of oppression. They do not, however, lose sight of their long

term aspirations: abolition of the gender system.*® For them, any action that might help improve the lives

2

of women is endorsed. ' /
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Many socialist'women feel that consdoug:es raising and the strategy of nammgwas once of
pm importance for women. They contend,/however, that it has ceased to be a useful way of bringing
sbout social change. Instead, socialist feminists argu, this strategy only perpetuates the structures of

patriarchy that oppress women by threatening men and further éﬁtenchihg them in their positions as
oppressors. Socialist women feel it is necessary to move beyond what they see to'beh this initiél stage of
naming, beyond the fear and rage that motivated so many women to take up feminist activities, to the

‘ development of more "positive strar.egies"." These ﬁromen feel that it is important for feminists to take ‘

stock of the; changes that the movement has made for women in the past years, and to make a real

assessment of the areas in which women have gained and those in which they have lost ground.

Socialist feminists feel that strategies for change must be based on long term social transformation.
They feel that "there is no effective- no realistic- substitute for basic change, no alternative to social
transformation”#' and exhort women to work on a diverse number of issues within feminism and on those’
issues which coneern women in other social movements. Socialist women believe "all those who struggle
e )

against oppression must try to discover ﬁ1e underlyin/g causes of that oppression and...separate these causes

from the more suﬁerﬁcial symptoms".**

Radical feminist theory, then, is meant only 10 be/the description of women’s experience within
patriarchy, while socialist feminist theory contains, within itseif, a cerﬂain ﬁsion of human liberation and-
ideas about movement toward chang;. Socialist feminist praxis is based on Lhe'dialecti@l relationship
between material experience and theory, and the idea that how we name partially det;rmines what we
name. Radical feminists, alternatively, work from thé ground up, from action to theory, experience to B
description, and from a formulation that étates; what we experience determines how we name it Simply

put, radical feminist praxis is.based on the concrete actions of women, while, for socialist ferninists it is

based on the interrelation of ideals and reality. ’

Socialist feminists feel that radical feminist theory may be helpful as a description of patriarchy and

as a motivator for women. However, as a blueprint for action it is seen to fall short of a realistic
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asgeéimem of the structures of society and the state, and could potentially lead womén and the movement”
into dangerous situations. Radical feminists concede that socialist women may have a plethora of
strategies, but claim that they are too diverse and too diffuse to effectively change the plight of women.
In socialist feminist theory women’s liberation and autonomy may already exist, but in practice their
implementation, based on socialist strategies, will take a very long time. Accﬁrding to radical feminists,
the many women who suffer daily at the hands of men cannot wait. The fact that radical feminists act on

the immediate concerns of women explains why not all feminists are socialist feminists.

Feminisrﬁ and its Goals , ‘ | .o

In the preceding segments, I have reviewed and ainélyzed'r.he differences between radical and socialist
femninist definitions 6f patriarchy and i‘deology and their understanding of what constitutes feminist praxis.
I have contended that the more superficial debate about the issue of pornography have made these

fundamental differences clearer and brought them to the foreground of feminist discussion.

It seems obvious that the differences outlined above, in the definitions of patriarchy, ideology and
feminist praxis, would ultimately bring us to a point at which the definition of feminism itself is at issue.

In this segment I will review the ways in which radical and socialist feminists definie feminism, how they

describe the movement, and what they see its goals to be.

Radical feminists have defined feminism as:

a method of analysis and work, and a perspective that purs women first, that starts with our-
own and other women’s experiences as a basis for working towards ending women’s oppression.”’

Susan Cole defines it as:
a body of ideas that understands that the most important personal, political, economic,
geo—political, cosmological relationship is the relationship between the sexes, and notices that
one sex has more power over the other and does something to change that.”

Radical feminism means emphasizing the collective experience of women as oppressed. It means

"concentrating on those experiences that have to do with women, what women have in common:

experiences like rape, abortionf economic discrimination, motherhood, prostitution, battery”.’? For these

womer, the oppression of women by men is first, above all other social relations, and is considered
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unique: "(t)here is nothing analogous to the situation of women in relation to men".”

The goal of radical feminism is "the transformation of (this)...pervasive system based on gender”.”
“1t is believed that women’s experience of
motherhood and the sexual division of labour oft;ers the material basis for a more integrat%

relationship to the world and others, and the potenual ..of an alternative consciousness and
struggle for a non-alienated world.”* , _ -

. 2 I ' \
Feminism is a movement which concerns itself with the revaluing of what have traditionally been
"feminine’ qualities: women’s repossession of their reproductive capacities and their related qualities of
nunuramo:e, connectedness, continuity, creativity and integration.”s Society would be reordered in terms of

these feminist principles.
-
Most radical fermmsts agree that feminism is a deeply ethxngxovemenL based on values that are

grounded in r.he speaﬁaty of women’s experience. The radical fermmst movement, acfordmg 10 Andrea
Dworkin, attempts to be a social movement based on the integrity of individuals".”” For Dworkin the
ideal’ is to be "able to exﬁerience people as individuals and not through these hierarchies and ihis prism of
identity that people basically .develop as a way of surviving inequality and injustice”.”*

»

Radical women see the sphere of sexuality as the centre of women’s opgreséion. Some ]radiml
women, therefore, urge women to escape this sphere of domination and to give up "their persbnal stake in
heterosexuality”.”® Radical feminists withdraw from many patriarchal institutions and work to create
separate spaces for women: shelters and women’s c:t;mes, medical clinics, and alternative cultural
institutions such as feminist press, radio, music, dance and meat;e. Their main go&l is to allow women

control over their own bodies. Most of their work, therefore, is in the areas of rep;oductive freedom and

sexual violence.

Canadian radical feminist theorist Angela Miles develaps a description of the feminist movement in
her essay "Feminist Radicalism in the 1980’s". In this piece she deals with the issue of difference and
diversity within feminism and outlines the characteristics of what she calls ’integrative feminism'.

Integrative feminism is a form of radical feminism that calls for the development of a "universal
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redefinition of progressive struggle”.* It is defined as "a theory and politics built from both women s

oppressxon and women’s potential strength".*! Integrame feminism is determined to recognize the

dxfferencw in the experiences of women, as well as theu oommon experiences of domination:

v
e

Many femmst radicals are oommmed to building a movement which does not merely

tolerate difference but celebrates it as a source of creative tcnsmn in the necessary struggle to

redefine unity beyond sameness.*? ‘

Many mtegratwe femxmsts believe, as has been illustrated in the precedmg segment, that the role of
theory w1thm femxmsm is limited. Feminists, thwe women claim, must recognize that "all umversal
claims must necessan]y be false”.'* Miles contends, however that t.he many femmst theories of the

oppression of women will, evenmally lead the way to a more complete undemtandmg of the mechanisms

of patriarchy.™

Integrative feminism, then, is based on the assumption that ?WOmen’s specific material experience .
can ground a new vision of liberation and a redefinition of progressive politics".** These women propoé;a
the revaluing of female qualities such as nurturance, connectegness, and umtyas a goal of the feminist
project. They feel that their movement, while it accepts the dxfferences in women’s expenences is
ultimately concerned with the integration of all of these various perspectives into an mtcroonnected,

unified feminist movement.

Socialist feminists define feminism as:

A philosophy that asserts the right of women to full equality within society, and, beyond
that, argues fcr a societ; that is based on a transformation of the relations between men and
women where men and women are equal and where gender isn’t a factor in decisions around
* who has power and who doesn’t**
Varda Burstyn states: , ) .

£

I’ve always made the point that feminism is the understanding that women are oppredsed and
the commitment to fight it. I’ve always insisted that’s the only thing you can say about
feminism because once you’ve said that everything else is dxfferenuatcd, there’s nothing else
that unites women."’

<, , - Y
Socialist feminists’ goals are to challenge modem society at its roots, and to transform all :

institutions, especially economic and political institutions, and the realms of sexuality and procreatioﬁ,,in
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such a way as to grant all human beings equal access to power. Socialist women wish to challenge not-

only patriarchy but the structures of capitalism as well. ' : .o =

These women- wish to develop " a sense of bolitical unity among oppressed groups" " They
enoom'age women’s culture and women’s art and other forms of cultural work in the hapes of fosu:rmg a
sense of commumty among all oppressed people They work towards the alteration of the nuclear farmiy
and the development of family oor_nmumtres, cooperative homes and community sharing of drffgrem kinds

of responsibility. They also work towards reproductive freedom and economic autonomy. for women.

For socialist feminists "it is necessary to approach all political issues. with a consciousness that is
explicitly feminist as well as explicitly anti-racist and explicitly socialist”.*” The socialist femninist

movement, therefore, is characterized by: .

¥ v

an alliance of different groups of women...who, on various levels, want to promote equality
for all women, and (it) encompasses many different philosophies, different socioeconomics,
different racial and sexual positions.”

Many socialist women feel, partially as a result of the debate on pornography, censorship and
. . Q . )
sexuality, that feminism should not strive toward unification, but should recognize the many varied

perspectives of women and realize that ‘their different intepretations of the nature of women's oppression
ﬁv& ’ *

are vital to the movement Socialist feminists state that the development of ore;um'xary ideology of

~feminism is a dangerous step that would exclude many women who are necessary (o the movemcm_”

\\

They endorse organizing with other socxal movements, as well as continuing to develop a strong, separate,

diversified women’s movement. Varda Burstyn states:

1

I no longer believe that movements for change which don’t have feminism as a part of thcm

can create the lasting changes that they want...féminism is deeply necessary to these

movements, otherwise you have the reproduction of oppression within movements for social .
change.’?

As has been mentioned in the previous segment, socialist ferninists believe in a consonance between

means or strategies they choose to effect, and the ends they are striving for:

Socialist feminists expect that there will be a distinctive revolutionary period, characterized
by acute social tur:a0il, but they also expect that this turmoil-will be determined by the kind
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and quality of pre-revolutionary activity that has preceeded it" _ C
. Thesc women "“formulate the question of women's oppression in g distinctive way, and this fann&kanen is
related. in tum, o its distinctive methodology for answering iL"* Their formulation includes the
undersianding that patriarchy in modern society is determined by the structures of capitalism, as well as
the belief tat individuals can become aware of the structures of their oppression and an, thereby,

overthrow them: |
gender-class, like social-dlass, is not biologically inherent but socially commmcd and "
thercfore amenable W change through conscious struggle and choice.” .

Socialist feminism embraces other sodial movements directed toward the end of human ogpm}m,
as well #5 alternative forms of analysis bascd on alternative r’ormsﬁc‘)f Oppression. “D:pc WOmMmen are
partcularly noted for their work with women in unions in North America and their suppon for various
" solidarity movements in Third World nations. They feel that feminism must be able 10.speak 10 women's
individual needs.™ Sara Diamond states: “the only v'vay that you are going o get any endorsement of
really radical sodial change is if there's space for individualism a:nd individuality".”" Feminism.in the
19805 must be reconceptualized a_s a coaliion movement. made up of diverse groups of womeén W'ofking on

“

a vanely of issues

Some thaughts on the differences PR

These differences convey the extensive nature of the debate and the degree 1o which these two gmups;

radical and soqalist - which consttute a large part of the ant—pornography and anti-censorship pos:uom .

respecuvely - are divided. In the next chapter, as part of an ana]ms of the debadte in general, 1 will

aédn:ﬂ%mz of the inconsistencies that have emerged as a résult of the céii;:lzmion above in each group's

theory and practice. In m;s scgmcm. however, | would like gp" propose that these two posiuons are not, in

fact, so far apart in their definitions of feminism and the nature of the movement
Both groups atiempt W deal with the issues of diversity and difference of opinion within feminism
and feel it 13 necessary 10 make room for the plumiity and specificity of women’s experiences. Both seem

to recognize thaf feminism is an unfinished movammt. ever expanding 1o include new groups of women

-
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and new analys? of women’s opprmon Both groups also see thc necessity for feminist involvement in

other social movcments:smh as the pcacc and environmentalist movements. lt appears thal thc only

/

B

difference that arises here is in each position's naming of the way in which they choose to incorporate this
diversity. Radical feminists call their effort o embrace divé;'sity in women's experiences 'inlcgrau'dn‘.

Socalist feminists call it 'coalition’.

Radical feminist theory has developed over thie years, from an initial belief in the overriding
commonality of women in the early part of the movement, (o a recent, growing recognition and
incorporation of the great diversity of women’s interests and experiences. The majority of radical feminist

theory, howé’éer, ;u:;ll sp;mks to one group of women, who are supposedly unified by the threat of sexual

violence and male oppression.

t
T

1t is interesting to nolc-that the radica) femninist movement is using a le;xn 10 describe their
movement’s practices that belongs o the Lem;inology associated with their movement’s goals: the
‘integration’ of all women under the éencral rubric of feminism, and the ‘iptégrau’ve transformation of
life’ v:'hich these women ;v.ould like to acbjcvc.";lt may be conu:ndgd that radical feminist women are
enacting a kindaéf me;ns—cnds consonance, an act for which the;: ti:avc often criucized socialist women.
In any case, this recognition of diversity is subsumed under the radical. integrative feminis: eoals of "unity

beyond sameness’ and a 'universal feminist politics’.*®

S

Socialist ferminists have calied their am:mpxs o dea! with woxnéﬁj’s diversity ‘coaliu'on’ As opposcd

-~

- H

1o the radical feminist strategy of mLegrauon the wnccplwf coaliuon is part of socmhst feminists’ very
definition of feminism. It is in the fundamental nature of the movement (o recognize the limits of
women's ccm:ﬁon éa;pencnce and 5{9 understand the need for the expression of these diﬂe;ences. The
concept.of oqaliu’on betrays an idca' of political action that is dir?ctcd toward particular women’s issues, as

apposed o the development of an overarching feminist politics.
7

It would be my contention, however, that these positions share more similarities than differences in

their definitions of the function of the mo&?nem. Both groups speak of the necessity for the movement
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to address and rﬁpect the individual. Andrea Dworkin states: "(w)e've always tried to build a movement
that was based on the integrity of individuals™.*** Both Sara Diamond!* and Chris Bearchell*? feel a
Social movement should address individual demands and make room for individual voice and action.
These spokespeople for each posmon appear to share a sumlax understanding of the nature of the

movement

If these similarities exist; some qu&stioﬂs remain to be answered. Where does each position fit in
the other’s inwﬁﬁﬁmvemw? Is the radical feminist notion of integration flexible enough to
allow for the socialist feminist position and the anti-censorship movement, theory, strategy, action and all?
And, cbnversély. does the socialist feminist concept of coalition politics include the anti-pomograppy
movement’s analysis and strategies” Would the radical feminists be willing to integrate the socialists and

would the socialists be willing to coalesce with the radicals?

In theory at least, it appears so. Radical, integrative feminists should embrace the socialist feminist
analysis of patriarchy as a part of their evolving ﬁww of women’s oppression. ébcialist feminists, as
well, should not have a problem aécepdné the radical fgﬁqinjst positions, siné:e they advocatie the concei)t

“of a coalition movement. They should consider radical feminist activists who are opposed to pornography
@ be just one par of a diversified v:/omen’s movement. If difference of opinion and diversity of
expgﬁeﬁce are so well tolerated by both positions then what is the debate on pornography and sexuality

about? Where does it come from? , And, why has it been so vitriolic and heated? These questions will be

explored in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER §
THOUGHTS ON THE DEBATE

Introduction
in the previous chapter I presented an interpretation ok the debate in which 1 mnﬁnded that the more
superficial disagreements about pornography and cénsorship within feminism were based on much more
 fundamenta] issues. I was able to point out, through an examination of each poéition’s criticisms of the
other, the fact that Anﬁ—pomography‘and anti—éensorship women worked from different areas of
emphasis. [AAnti-pomography women placed a great deal of impoﬁance g the realm of sexuality. Their
-~ analysis of this area was intensive and detailed. Anti—censorship women, on the other hand, emphasized
the area of state bower and its potential threat to women. Stated simply, it bedame obvious that both of
these groups were arguing past each other; criticizing two different phenomena, pornography and |
censorship, f;orn analyses concerned with two different spheres pf bower relations, sex and the state. It
also became clear that nat only were these women debating each'dther about different issues, they \:vere

arguing from different definitions of ideology, patriarchy, and feminist praxis.

In this chapter I will continue with an analysis of the debate. In the first séction of ‘the chapter
entitled *Some thoughts on the Debate’ I will take up the questions based on the interrelated concepts of
"discourse’, ’power’, and ’language’ that I posed in the first chapter. I will discuss how these concepts help
to elucidate Dthe debate and will speculate as to the fundamental nature of the debate. In the second
’ séction of the chaptef entitled ’Some More Thoughts’ I will ;;resent a discussion of the contradictions and

limitations of the radical and socialist feminist arguments. This process will allow me to speculate as to

some of the root causes of the debate. The third section of the chaptei' will include speculation as to the
- impact of the debate about pornography and censorship on the Canadian feminist movement based upon

readings, interviews and personal experience. By doing this, I hope to reveal some new insights into the

nature of the debate and, perhaps, thereby, point the way toward some healing of wounds within the

femninist community. e
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Some thoughts on the Debate

In the first chapter’s discussion of the methodology used for this study I reviewed the concepts of ;
‘language’, *power’, and ’discourse’ and suggested that they might provide some useful ways in which to
coneptualize the debate. [ also posed some questions about the debate based upon these concepts. |

would like to return to these questions now and attempt some answers to them.

How do the concepts of discourse and discusive practices apply to the debate about pornography
and censorship? What does John Thompson’s discussion of power and language reveal about the

!

fundamental nature of the debate? ) /

[}

I would like to suggest that if, as has been discussed in the first chapter, dominant institutional -
discourses constrain and limit what is visible, what is considered problematic, and-what we are able to
discuss, 1ﬂen it is necessary to question the ways in‘awhich the debate within fem;:njs/fn about pornography

and censorship might reflect these constraints and limitations. It is my opuﬁon that this debate reflects

N
e

the structures of thg dominant discourse to a great extent. | would_aléf) submit that the fact that many

W
Y

feminists have not looked beyond the issues, beyond "what is visible, the relation between objects and
concepts..(that) the discourse proposes”?, has prevented a resolution of the debate and a consolidation of

a feminist position around the issues.

\!\:\

Simply stated I feel that feminism has faller; prt;y/ té%fr‘&mng» of the issue of pornography that is
. the result of the political doctrine and discourse of ci:/il libertarianism and patriarchal democratic
mpita,l.ism’ [ Teel it would‘be a fair assessmeht t(’)~state that, within this discourse, political debate is most
often characterized by polarized positions that arglie from fundamentally different assumptions about the
§vorl<i The ’'vroblem’ of pornography has, tIaditioha;le, been juxtaposed with the ’perils’ of censorship.
We are given ar choice between ’pornography;‘anq_’censorship’, to fight against on:e\is to embrace the
other. There is simply not r@m within this discc‘n;rse of polarized political debate, to reject or embrace

both.
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I feel it has become clear, throughout the analysis and exﬁosigdh conducted in the earlier chapters,

that both anti-pornography and anti-censorship feminists ha_ve been caught up in this framing of the
issue. This is illustrated in Chapter 4’s segment entitled 'Some Thoughts on the Criticisms’. I make the
point there that anti-pornography women argue from afcritique of pornography to a defense of |
censorship, and that anti-censorship feminists argue from a critique of censorship to a defense of

) pomoéraphy. Although both groups reject the patriarchal, civil libertqifxén, Or conservative, moral

positions on the issues, and oppose the content of their arguments, these women seem unable to perceive

the ways in which these dominant discourses have determined the structure of the debate itself. Instead it

seems that théy have internalized these structures and reproduced them in the debate within the feminist

movement

It must be contended then that instead of understanding that the framing *pornography versus
censorship’ is itself a construction of masculinist discourse, feminists have been mught\ up in attempting to
resolve a battle that need not be taking place. It can be claimed that an inability to détermine the ways in
which dominant, patriatchal discourses can limit our capacity to see and talk about issues is another reason -
for the debate. What is needed is the ability to look through and beyond the rigid ways of thinking |
imposed by dominant discourses which ‘are in contradiction with the feminist enterprise? ; to éx@ne the
blanks, silences and oversights m the discourse with "a new gaze, an informed gaze, itself not the product
of any individual, but made possible by changes on thehexercise of vision".> Why is it that patriarchal
capitalist society is unable to reject both pornography and censorship? How does this parncular framing
of an issue serve the dominant discourse? What are the assumptions implicit in the framing of the debate |

in this manner? What do these assumptions reveal about the place of women in the dominant discourse?

4

It may indeed Be true that the debate within feminism about pornbg’raphy and censorship reflects
patriarchal ideas about the constitution of "political debate’, but, as we-have seen in the previous chapters,
3
this debate has reveated more fundamental differences of opinion within the movement. How are we to

come to understand these differences?
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Thompson and other theoreticians h;we assertid that l;;iguage is power and that most power
struggles are concerned with signification, with the naming of reality. n hZh?Of this, 1 1oﬁld contend
that the previous chapters have revealed the fact that this debate has been, on evefy level;’; debate about

language and naming; struggles over definition, over-who will take the power to name reélity. This
| hypothesis might be appiiedb to every level of the debate examined so far. On the most superficial level,
we have seen a struggle between two definitions of pornography and ﬁo definitions of censorship. This
sttuggle in turn has revealed two opposing understandings of the nature of sexuality, power and the role
of the state. It has become clear, as well, that the groups’ definitions of patriarchy and ideolpgy a:’e at

odds, as are their beliefs about the nature of feminist praxis.

I have pointed out that all of these definitiorial struggles are, in a sense, contained within and
exposed by the twfundamentally different 'namings’ of the 'realities’ of pornography and censorship. It
has become clear through the process of review and analyses undertaken in the previous; cﬁabters that
these two djfferem 'namings’ ha;re their basis in a more fundamental definitional struggle that hf existed
for many years withimrfeminism: the ;;g'uggle between radical femiﬁi?rs aﬁd socialist ferninists. In effect,
it appears that the feminist debate about pomogra;)hy, at some point in its development, has been
coopted, directed and, in essence, displaced by the debate between prominent fadical and socialist
feminists. This cooptation has hot only excluded many feminists ‘who“do not share the radical
anti-pornography position or the socialist anti—censorship position in the debate, it has drawn feminist
attention away from the realities that served as catalysts for the debate in the first place: violent,
mlsogymst pornography and sexual violence against women and children. Radical feminist discourse and
socialist femninist discourse have been competing, by means of the debate abopt pornography, for
dominance w;thm feminism. 1 contend, therefore, that what this debate is "about’, the issue it is most
concerned with is the determination of the definition of feminism iwself. Who is going to have the power

to define the reality *feminism’?

At the end of Chapter 4, I have stipulated that both groups’ definition of feminism and their views

about the incorporation of diversity and difference of opinion within the movement are not, theoretically

-
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very differcnt; The aﬁMﬁmﬁ'mgyw embodied in the debate; however, Su%gwt" otherwise. I}‘;vould
like to submit that feminists hiave not only intérnalized the framing of the issues of pornography and

censorship from patmrchal dominant msoourse but have acocpted dominant m __e_gqgg of pohucal debate
as well. This point is evidenced by the polanzed positions, vitriolic accusations and counter-accusations,

and the tones of reproach and condemnauon that characterize the feminist literature in this area.

!

We have been engaging in a struggle of words, for power, ihat i; deeply anti-feminist in more ways
than one. In terms of radical feminist discourse this struggle forp power, for the right to dettmc and direct
the feminist agenda seriously contravenes the view that power is a mal‘e»consu'uction and that, in a
feminist world, all power relationships would be abolished. And, contrary to socialist feminists’ desire for
“means-ends consistency in their praxis, this debate might be seen to threaten the long term goals of the
movement by damaging the public face; of feminism and by perpetuating bad feeling among its
constitutents. In either case, it seems clear that the point at which constructive criticism might have been

exchanged has long past, and that the debate is no longer serving the interests of the movement.

The application of the concepts of discourse,” lénguage and power to the de%tgbhas demonstrated
some ways in which the feminist enterprise, even at the height of internal upheaval and change, might by
coopted and institutionalized by the forces of the patriarchal status quo. The structure and tone of the
debate reflects, most definitively, the qualities of political debate as it occurs within patriarchal, capitalist
society: a society both radical and socialist women wish so desperately to change. We, as feminists, must
come to recognize this fact and rethink the pug?oses of the debate. Perhaps, if this were to be done, we
might dissolve the deadlock in this battle for the power of naming, and move out of this unnecessary war

zone. _ ‘ .
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Problems with Radical Feminist Praxis

m More Thoughts

At the end of the previous chapter I oontended that, although socialist and radical feminists appeared to
sha.re only dlfferences there was one glaring similarity between them: thelr belief in the necessity for - -
~ diversity and dxfference of opinion within the feminist movement. I then pointed out that, as a rwull of
this shared opinion, each position should weicome the other, but that this has not occurred. J‘h‘e u:tcnsc

and divisive debate on pornography and censorship has occurred instead. Why?

This fact, the contradiction between what is believed and what has occurred ih reality, might be F
seen to lead-to-two conclusions. The first is that both of these groups have trouble putting their iQeals
into practice. The second conclusion is that the central point of contention between the two groups is not
the fact that each group exists in itself, but, rather, the way in which each group chooses to put their
’theoretical selves’ into practice. Theoretically each group should accept the other but in reality they do
not, Lheréfore, thers are problems with each position’s praxis and as a result, these problems concerning”
strategy have become the major points of difference-in the debate. Radical and socialist feminists may
agree on the ideals of the feminist movement, but they most heartily disagree on the best ways in which o

achieve them.

- In the following segments I will discuss the problems and contradictions I have found in each
position’s praxis as wellv as the related problem of feminist ethics. In this way I hope o emphasize and

bring to the foreground some of the central causes of the debate.

Socialist feminists feel that radical feminists’ long term goals and short term strategies are in
fundamental contradiction. Radical women work toward revolutionary change and an end to the gender
system and yet advocate the use of existing state structures to help women. This pursuit of short term
goalé, of legal remedjes for the problem of pornography in«paru'cula:I. works against Lhcsc women’s desire

JE

for long term revolutionary change, socialist women contend, and, thereby, renders them prime qﬁdidqtcs
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Soam;mmm point ot vum radical feminists do ROl in fact, let theis theory stand as a
dm:npmc vOICce or women's cxpenm insmd socialist women claim, this so—called dwcnpnon of the
malenial arcumsiances of women's oppman carries with it a la:gc presmpmc element concerning the
constitution of ' cmw:t {c:mm:st bchamur whsch is characterized by umﬁat:on "nurturance’, and
‘emotionality’, etc. The zmpomum of these sxrpposodly ‘natural’ and mclmmcd‘ feminine qualities adds 0
the petential oiy‘xs group for cooptation by right-wing forces who have also revived the feminine

qualives of 'nurturance’, 'emotionality’, and 'unification’ for women.

1 st agree with the socialist feminist e csms of radica feminist praxis. This does not mean
that | disagree with radical feminists’ short tenm tactics; they have made many gains for women. Also, it
does not imply that | do not believe in the validity of the qualities of unification, emotionality, and
nutturance; these are very imponiant human qualities. Simply, I find problems with the radical feminiét
position’s logical inconsistency. its apparent lack of fdrcsigm of mng term planning, and its undervaluing

Te o
of the importance of theory in the constitution of a movement toward social change.

@

| Radml?&mms{s state thal they are not abmcmed with a consonance between the means used and
the ends dmrcd Their strategies, thmi-:rc based on the immediate needs of women within the system,
and their political action is oriented toward the amelioration of women'’s plight in any way possible. 1
would like to suggest that ra&cal fc;IﬁInSts' response 10 the criticism that they ignore long term- goals for
sﬁort term gain, which is simply that they do not care fos theoretical correctness, only for'thc bettermerit

of the situation of women, * is not only logically ihconsistent but unrealistic.

| It appears as though radic;l feminists are not examining their practices closely cnough.t If they”
were, they wﬁzld be sure to nolice scw:rgltmm where fc@nisi values, embedded in radical feminist
theory and writing, are replicated time and time again in their proposed straiegies and actions. In the area
of sexuahity, for instance, Susan Cole has emphasized the necessity of eroticizing equality in theory and
cultivaing nurunng md equal sexual relations in practice.’ In fagt. the entire radical feminist critique of

1
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‘ sexhbcnammsmxsbasedonthcasumednmty for this kind of consonance, themcrgmgofxdealsand
acnon Radical women strongly object 10 sex libertarians because they feel that sex hbcmmans have
oontmdxcwd their feminist principles and political beliefs in order to enJoy sex. In this way, radlml

' feminist women appear (o advocale a symmetry between means and cnds in the realm of sexual pracncc
Also, there is a definite means—ends consonance between radical women'’s gqals and their description /of
the movement It seems obvious they would like feminist practice to reflect the feminist principles /(Sf
L;m'ty and integration; princples they have espoused for a feminist future.* i//l

/

x

Radical feminists’ statement that they work for short term goals and that they do not care about
meansr?ﬁds consonance is plainly inconsistent with many of their actions in which a means-ends
consonance is obviously advocated. I would like to point out ihal perhaps the radical feminist refutation
of a means—ends consonance ansm only when it concerns the strategy of govérnmental regulation of
pornography. In other areas;, for example the area of sexual practice, a syrx;men}' between theories, goals,
and action is desired. It could be suggested, then, that radical women's contention that they; do not care
about means—ends symmetry is put intQ effect only when it serves their interests. This point \yill be

L4

explored more thoroughly later.

I would also like to suggest thal the desire to better the immediate situation of women does not
mean it is necessary 1o disregard feminist l;istory or the possible i&)g term ramifications of certain actions.
I would submit that stating that one simply 'does not care’ about theoretical correctness is not a logical
response 1o a question about the fulfillment of long term feminist goals. Nobody is asking these women
for 'Lheor;:tical correctness’, only for a reasonable assessment of the long term implicaticns of their

. . - . -~
proposed short term strategies. There is no reason why this cannot occur.

According to radical women there is no 'outside’ patriarchy and, therefore, there can be no
alternative erouc imagery or sexual“practice.’ They also claim that the role of theory is simply one of

dscﬁptjon. of "“the system the way thal‘il is".' Radical women believe it is necessary o give voice 0

women as they are oppressed within patmarchy, to speak their experiences and thei; desirés for the future.
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| Radical feminists fcel that this practice is inherently revolutiohary. They refute theory that is prescriptive.

Secialist femim'st theory, for example, which contains ideas about women as autonomous and emp&vered
in the present, is seen to presume women'’s equality and to be unrelated to the expérienoes of real women.

Radical women also see the role of theory as}seoondary to that of pqliu'ml action.

I would like to take issue with these assumptions. First, radical women’s contention about builedAing
a theory based on pure deécriptidn is simply unrealistic. Their writing about the patriarchal world may be
informed by the experiences of women and spoken from the perspecﬁve of women, but feminist theorists
go far beyond description when their analyses begin to speculatejabout a post-revolutionary feminist

world. Radical feminist theory may describe women’s experiences and desires for the future, but it

-appears that most radical theorists agssume the nature of those desires, as unification, nurturance etc., and

presume that the desires are the same for all women. I would éontend that if a radical feminist
Lheory/dcscnpmn wag Truly women—centred and interested in documenting the concerns and goals of
women it would have managed to keep abreast of the changing experiences and status of women in
society and would have given voice 1o those changing desires and experiences more freely. Perhaps if
radical feminist women had done this they might have succeeded in maintaining widespread popular

-

support instead of the marginalized status they experience today.

Radical women would do well 1o analyze more carefully their theory and the role it plays in the
determination of action. Where and for what reasons do strategy and action reflect each other? How
might these women pﬁen up channels of cdmmunication between themselves and younger women who
feel alienated from them? What kinds of impact have the c‘hanges wrought by the movement had on .

women's lives? Does radical feminist writing reflect them? What is the nature of our oppression in 19877

Feminist theorist Alison Jaggar makes the point, and I agree, that:

radical feminist analysis provides a redescription of women'’s reality that is not...theoretically
complete or adequate because it does not provide a causal explanation of the reality that it
describes. It is static, rather than dynamic.’ .

Jaggar is comendmg that much of radlml feminist theory merely describes the various aspects of male
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__dominance and the nature of male power. It sees male power in all its forms, including pg;nography. as

the primary agent in the oppression of women. Radical theorists do not look beyond this fact to attempt

an explanation of the reasons for male dominance,

It is not necessary for women to render a completed theory of social structures, but it is necessary
for them to understand that one of the roles of feminist theory must be to look behind the reality of
women'’s oppression and beyond basic desgriptions of it Theory exists, as art does: to pose questions,
challenge ways of thinking and perceiving and perhaps most importantly, to offer interpretations on the
workings of human life. Radical feminist tl‘ieory m;)st certainly poses questions and challenges. But
fadiml feminist women, as actors in a movement toward social change, must attempt to "get at’ the causes
of this male power Lyvhich they are so anxious to end. As well, they must attempt to assess the effects of
the kinds of challenges they are posing in their W‘ork. Do their analyses and descriptions further their -
goals? Itis oniy in this way that radical feminists "rm‘ghl move beyond their status as a marginalized
oppositional group and propose strategies for social change that would incorporate the needs and'interests

of all women.

Radical feminists might respond to the criticisms above by claiming that they are a social
movement qconcerned with polirimi af:j:ion first, before theory and philosophy. This is not an inadequate
response. Radical feminist women ‘hrave accomplished rﬁore concrete changes and implemegmed more
support systems for women than any otiler faction of the movement. It is true that their direct political
action such as pickets, demonstrations and boycotts have garnered much attention fgom the media, )
government and the public at large. These women’s distrust of overarching political. theories as blue

prints for action is also entirely understandable, given the history of patriarchy. =

1 would contend, however, that feminist analyses and actio{ri a.re'equally important parts of a
movemen toward social change. Radical feminist emphasis on the primacy of one of these areas, political
acton, is simply not sufficient. As has been discussed above, radical feminist theory is more than mere

description. Itis a prescription for social change based on analyses of women’s oppression and some
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women;s visions of a feminist future. This prescriptive element in radical feminist theory necessarily

affects the kinds of actions taken by radical feminists. It is crucial that these women recognize the roles of

* theory and political action as interdependent and equally important in the formulation of a social

movement By continuing to ignore this point, and focusing primarily on the immediate needs of women,
on expediency, radical feminists’ analyses and theories cannot serve their larger functions, to explain and
inspire, and serve instead as excuses for actions that address symptoms and not root causes: 1 would

suggest that real social transformation cannot take place unless this point is recognized.

Radical women, then, must be able to look past theﬁ short term goals and actions and attempt to
assess the long term impact of thése practices. As well, the role of ;radiuq feminist theory should be
reexamined, revalued and redefined beyond its 'descriptive’ label and its secondary status in Qrde_r to
resolve internal contradictions and potential misunderstandings. It is clear that most radical feminist
writing s descriptive, imerpfetive, analytical, and prescriptive, based on feminist principles, with ig]plicit
assumptions about what a reordered ferninist world might be. Radical women must realize that the
assumption of women’s empowerment and ideas and dreams about a feminist world in writing and thedry
does not detract from the realify of women’s oppression in the present, or from effectiye social action. In
fact, they are inextricably linked in ways these women should come to recognize and explore. 1 would
contend that feminist theory is a vital and important part of feminism, and that it might help, through its
envisioning of women’s autonomy, to alleviate theA dilemmas and contradictioﬁs‘of being feminist in a

;;atria.rchal world.

Problems with Socialist Feminist Praxis

Radiml femninists criticize socialist feminist pradds, action: based on long term goals, by claiming ﬁat it
does not permit truly effective action and presents no direct challenge to the system of patriarchy.
Socialist women’s desire for symmetry between means and ends, and subsequent advocacy of feminist
action in many diverse areas of social reform, produces strategy that is too diffuse and which distracts
from the more in.lmediate concerns of -worhen. Radical women claim that socialist feminists’ theoretical

empowerment of women preduces 'consonant’ strategies which "address the values of the next generation.
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They do not address present tense oppression”.!° Radical women feel that socialist women often affirm

"women’s values at the cost of recognizing our own oppression”. *!

"Radical women feel that soaahst feminists’ chances for cooptation by the patriarchal status quo are
great. Socialist women are seen to have borrowed analytical tqols and rhetoric from both civil 'libertarians
and Marxist theorists without attempting to dévelop a specifically \;vomen—centred theory of their own.
With socialist feminist action sr;read so thin and with their th_o;ory so derivative it is no wonder, radical
feminists assert, that they accomplish so little. Socialis‘t women are destined for coopiation because they

pursue diffuse strategies and are diverted from action by“abstract theoretical concerns.

3

I must agree with the mdim] fcu;inist critique that the socialist %ernim’st concern for a means-ends
consonance presents problems at the strategic level. But I must disagree with the._v;:riticisms of socialist
women’s theory. I would contend that socialist femninist’s adaptation and expansion of Marxist categories
to include women’s experience and their use of psychoanalysis and other heuristic devices to explore the
material bas’is of women'’s oppression, are beld actions - the equivalent on a theoretical level to any
radical feminist action on a practical level.

| ' ‘ o
In this segment, however, 1 will reviewtthe problems I have found with socialist feminist praxis.

Simply, I would like to discuss the potential limitations of socialist feminists’ concern with means-ends é |

consonance as it applies to strategy. I would also like to explore the ways in which socialist feminist
action is often misunderstood as liberal feminist work. Finally I will pose some questions about the ‘

socialist feminist strategy of producing alternative sexually explicit imagery.

Socialist women must be aware that Lhei; concemn with a consonance between go_aJs and action can
interfere with the confrontation of issues that are of immediate concern to women. Jusi as theré is no

; P )
reason radical women cannot attexi%( to assess the long term implications of their actions, there is no
reason why socialist women should disregard short terrri gains for the sake of theoretical purity. “It is true

that the state.can pose a threat to womex, but radical feminists’ work with municipal, provincial and

federal governments has brought positive gains for women in the form of rape relief centres and homes

P



for battered women. Perhaps socialist women should attempt to put their extensive analysis of liberal
déﬁlécratic capitalism into effect on a more frequent basis through more direct confrontations with the

i
state.

< 7

, \ | .

The socialist feminist desire for a meanstends consonance and their determination to address root
- A -

. causes does, inevitably, lead to strategies that aré* dlffuse and general. Varda Burstyn’s hst of strategies for
change in her essay "Beyond Despair: Positive Strategies” provides an example of the extent and diversity
of the socialist feminist ggenda Burstyn has also made the point fhat many socialist women have had
difficulty addressing the issues, strategic and otherwise, raised ihc; debate about pornography.' It may

be hypothesized that this difficulty is the result of a lack of Tence within socialist feminist activity.

Simply stating that ".economic independence; for women and young people”™® is the way to end the
sexu;aJ. exploitation of women, that social problems will disappear after the restructuring of society along
socialist feminists lines, as Burstyn does, is not sufficient. This is the equivalent ;f stating that all -

| difficulties wiil be resolved after the revolution. What are women o do in the meantime? Socie‘ﬂist
feminists must present more concrete and realistic strategies that might help to begin this political, -

‘ oo 1
economic and social transformation. Most importantly, they must take action on them.

. ’ /’

Socialist women should be aware of the ways in which their empowerment of women in theory can
lead to a misinterpretation of their position in practice and, tbereby, limit the efficacy of tbeir actions.
~ Socialist women believe that empowermg women in theory increases the potenual for women’s liberation
in practice; they base their strategies on t.hls belief. Socialist feminists wish to expand women’s mteresD&
in society and enable.women to explore and take power in all areas of life, including the area of sexual
expression. This wish leads socialist women to advocatg the creation of ’alternative’ sexual imagery and to
adopt an anti-censorship stahce. These strategies, however, are often misunderstood by others and seen
to be defense:s of freedom of expression and other liberal democratic ideals; they gl?ve the impression that
socialist fexmmsts are llberal ferninists. Socialist ferninist work is often subsumed under the rubric of

=

"reformist’ and 'liberal’ and their struggle toward major social transformation ignored. Socialist women
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must increase the1r efforts to distinguish themselves from liberal feminists and analyze, more carefully, the

ways in which their theoretical empowerment of-women can limit their actions.

FE

Finally, I would like to point out some diffculties I see in the'socialist feminist practice of creating
alternative erotic imagery and their support for the exploration of alternative forms of sexuél expression.
Socialist women advocate the creation of alternative "sex posiﬁvé"“ sexually explicit imagery; to
counteract the effects of rmsogymst pornography. They have also defended the right of women to explore

.}}diffe;ent forms 6f sexual expression asa way of establishing more géneral ideas about a woman-defined
,ésexi;a"lily. Socialist women feel that all women must be~fr‘ee to seek their pleasure through practices and
imagery; ‘j»ust as men are. ¥

~

Theseastrat‘egi'es are most definitely in harmony with socialist«feminists’ theoretical assu_mplio'ns, in
which they recognize sexuality and seztual imagery to be aréas‘whefe t.here'is the potential of both /danger
and pleasure for women. Sodahst women recognize that women are continuaily confronting this tension
in their sexual relations. They make ~the'point that women shoﬁld attempt to work past the tension, by
trying to uncover and analyze the social relations involved in the formation of the dange{ and the
pleasure. Women can, by doing this, empower themselves. The creétion olf alternative sexual imagery is
a part of this empowerment process. Raﬁer than working towards the eradication of misogynist
pornography, socialist w'pmeﬁ' advocate the more ’positive’ strategy of ex'plon'ng female erotic imagery and

practice.

Althouéh 1 agree with the strategy of artempting 1o create alternative sexual imagery, | feel ‘that
socialist women have not adequately addressed some of the problems inherent in thisa ricu'vity. Varda
Burstyn and'omefantj—censorship women havg objected to laws regarding pornography on the grounds
that the determination of whau:onsu’tgjtes pomnography is dn interpretive act and that the interpretation of
the image:s would be cdnducted and controlied by people with non— and anti-feminist sentiments. |
contend that alternative imagery is just as subject 1o vmisinterpretatjon as mainstream pomography. By

what and whose criteria is imagery determined to be ’alternative’> How are "alternative’ or 'positive’
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sexually explicit image makers to prevent their workvfro.m bemg misinterpreted, coopted or misused by
forces *other” than those “;ho are pf&f*minist, gay or socialist? ’

Socialist women have repeatedly criticized radical feminists for setting and 1mposmg moral
standards for the movement, yet it seerms clear that socialist women are espousing some kind of moral
code in their determination of the criteria for ’sex-positive’ and "alternative’ art and sexual inaétice. L Not
oiﬂy should socialist women explore andqexplain these criteria more fully, but they should root out and
make expficit the moral assumptions that are embedded in them. How do socialist women determine the
alterity of their art work? What values are at work in this deterh;ination? What consitutes ’alternative’

imagery? What is a ’positive’ sexual practice? What kinds of work and practices do these categories

exclude? ¢

If socialist women are going to advocate the practice of producing sexual imagery they must, [
contend, be aware of all the implications and limitations of this practice. They must assess how their
alternative imagery is to become a feasible way of counteracting misogynist, mainstream pornography.
How will these feminists and artists reach a broad based audience? Aside from the radical feminist belief
that the content of the imagery can never reflect anything but patriarchal sexual values, how will the
M and prerogatives of capitalist production impact upon and affect the ’alterﬁéﬁve’ status of these

images?

Socialist women, then, must examine ways in which their desire for a means; ds consonance and
theoretical purity might interfere with possible, effective short term gams | As well, they must recognize
the way in which their presumptioh of agency for women in theory can lead to misun erstandings; about
the nature of their position in practice. Socialist women must also present and take gction upon more
grounded and realistic strategies for social change. They must. Peware of relegating Soci st;'uggles

around specific issues, such as pornography, to the status of post;‘revolutionary concerns. These women

-

should maintain their diverse interests, but should attempt to consolidate their actions and resources in . ~

such a way as to provide'issues around which various social movements might coalesce. Finally, socia]fst
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women should carefully examine all*6f the probiems and implications of creating alternative sexually

N

explicit imagery. T‘hery‘;must explore and expose the moral assumptions embedded in the determinations
~ of what constitutes *alternative’ and ’sex positive’. It is only in these ways that socialist feminist women

will be able to make real their desires for coliective resistance and social transformation in the present.

The Problem of Feminist Ethics

The discussion of problems with radical and socialist feminist praxis presented in the segments above has
brought to the foreground an issue, which, I feel,'has contributed significantly to the debate: the problem
of feminist ethics.f‘{lee,ither radical nor socialist feminists have been able to conclusively deal with the
issue of a feminist ethics: Their inability to decide on the role and determination of a feminist ethics has

added to the debate’s animosity.

The issue of ethics as it concerns the areas of sexuality and sexual practice has come to prominence
within the debate itself. Radical feminists and socialist feminists have attempted to address the issue,
albeit in different ways, without much success. Should feminism subscribe to and prescribe a set moral

system, an ethical 'way of being’ for its members? If so, how are these ethics to be determined?

Socialist feminists wish to avoid the imposiﬁon of rigid standards of ’feminist’ behaviour on
members of the movement. Their concerns regarding this and their objections to the radical feminist
attempt to do so are discussed in the section 'The Criticisms’ in Chapter 3. Socialist women do, however,
believe in the necessity for the determination of sets of feminist guidelines, developed within specific
ferm'ﬁist communities. These guidelines must recognize and incorporate the diverse experiences, beliefs
and values of women."* Referring to a feminist ethics of séxuality Mariana Valverede states:

We need a frimework that allows us to understand why women do indeed feel certain

desires and others do not...Understanding the social roots of desire does not necessitate a

dogmatic paradigm of what is or is not politically correct, a feminist list of do’s and don’t’s.'*
For socialist women, the question of the establishment of a feminist =thics is a Lparticularly problematic

one. They fear the imposition of a set of polarized behaviours that would exelude a vast number of

women and endanger feminism by establishing a form of orthodoxy and "deadening conformity™!" within
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the movement.’

Radical feminists also believe 1&* the need to establish a feminist ethical framework. They contend
that it is 1mpossxblc to have a social and political movement that is value free'* and endorse the
determination of an ethical system based in women’s experiences within patriarchy. They see feminism as
"a deeply moral movement based on the fusion of ethics and politics and fundamentally opposed to their
separation.”!* Radical feminists claim that the movement is based upon principles "belonging particularly
to women".?® These principles includé ﬁn’urturance, Creativity, integration, and recognition of others.?! |
Feminist ethics and politics are defined, therefore, by these principles. Radical theorists Mary Daly and
Carole Gilligan have produced work in which they establish feminist ethical systems based on these

values.

Both radical and socialist feminists have expressed a common concern in their attempts to address
the issue of feminist ethics: how is it possible to establish an ethical system that is not repressive and
controlling? Socialist feminists criticize radical feminists for creating a rigid codt; of behaviour through
their advocacy of specific *feminist’ principles and theif rejection of ’alternative’ sexual practices. But
radical femjﬁjsrs such as Andrea Dworkin, Charlotte Bunch, and Angela Miles have called into question
themselves the establishment of a feminist ethics and have discussed the problems inherent in this
activity:

..just how do you have a movement that encourages the integrity of so many individuals,
rather than a political movement that lays down a correct line, forces people to
conform...We’ve always tried to build a movement that was based on the integrity of individuals.??

Socialist women, as dlscussed above, are also concerned with the problems inherent in the establishment

——

of an ethical system: .
Does feminism have the right to define some ethics?...At what point are they general
principles of what we want, and at what point do they become a kind of moral code that
makes it very difficult..for women to continue to explore the areas that are in conflict in
their lives???

Both positicns recognize the need for a feminist ethics and both feel a desire to incorporate the

diverse experiences of women and to allow for as much space for exploration and silf—detcrmination as
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possible within it. I would L:o%nd, however, that neither position has been able io adequately come to

e

terms with the problem of feminist ethics.

Although radical women make their assumptions aboﬁt the principles: that might constitute a
feminist ethics more explicit than s&:ialist women do, it may be contended ti1at tl;e radical feminist ethical
principles of nurturance, integration, and creativity are too static and are based only on some women’s
experiences of the world. I believe that in order for a feminist ethical systefn to évbid theo perils of
orthodoxywanva repression it must evolve. Women’s experience in the world has changed over the last
twenty years, largely due to the workﬁ of fe@sts. A feminist ethics based on women’s lived experience,

then, should reflect these changes ac well as help to determine them.

=

Alternatively, I believe socialist women have allowed their fear of conformity and orthodoxy to

>

B

restrict their efforts in the establishment of a feminist ethics. Most notably in the area of sexuality, these
lwbmen have avoided discussion of feminist ethics and have, instead, criticized radical feminist attempts

" and encouraged an ’anything goes’ approach to the issue.?* Socialist women must realize that their
’léissez—fajre’ attitude toward feminist sexual practice carries with it impiicit value judgements and
assumptions about 'correct’ femninist behaviour. I feel that these women would betternserve the movement
if they were 10 carefully examine and make explicit these judgements in the form of a feminist ethical

© system.

It is difficult 10 determine which approach to feminist ethics is more detrimental: the zealous
. b '
attempts of radical women to outline a set of feminist principles, or socialist feminists’ *hands off’

approach and apparent relucta;ibe o addrefs the issue ;ani‘igg:the;. _In reality this fact is not impdr:anL
What is of importance is the fact that the ﬁ;bblem of a fermninist efhics has surfaced as a crucial one within -
the movement and that the debate about pornography and sexuality has brought .it to the fore. However,
until the issue is addressed more thoroughly and conclus;vgly by both positions, it is unlikely thz_at a

feminist ethics will do anything more for the movement than add tQthe animosity of the debate.
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- feel are some of the root.causes for the debate and for its continued animosity.

Some Thoughts on the Causes af the Debate
In the preceding chapters I have reviewed tche a.nu—pomogaphy and anu—censorsmp positions on Lhe

issues of pornography and censorsmp I have interpreted the arguments and contended that their

-

'underlymg assumpuons betray an association with other factions within feminism: radical feminism and
socialist feminism. I then asserted the fundamental differences between the two positions, radical
anﬁ—poraography and socialist anti~censorship, concerned the areas of feminist praxis, definitions of
ideology, patriarchy, power, sexuality and the state. In the preceding segments of this chapter I have
reviewed the problems I found with both positions’ praxis and their treatment of Lﬁe question of feminist

-~

) \
ethics. In this segment 1 would like to use these problems as a departure point for a discussion of yvhat I

In the first few paragraphs ofthxs 'sec’tign *Some gMore Thougl;is' I concluded that onekof the
primary reasons for the debate was the fact that each position had trouble with praxis, putting their
‘theoretical selves’ into practice. I also concluded that these problems with praxis made the issue of
ferninist strategy the focus of the debate. It seemed each position was most aware of the other’s

limitations in the area of strategy and tactics.

The problems that both radical and socialist feminists have with their praxis and with the questi(;n
of feminist ethics may be seen to provide‘ enough fuel, in themselves, through misundertindings and
criticisms, for the debate. But, I contend that these problems reveal a more fundamental cause of the
debate: a failure on the part of each position to critically examine its own practices. Both'posiu'cms seem
more than able to assess the limitations of each other’s arguments but appear unable and unwilﬁng to

listen 10 the criticisms and to engage in critical self-reflection.

This fact leads naturally to the conclusion that radical and socialist women are, in some way, intent

JapE

. on mainuining the divisions and unable to admit their dlfﬁculues and open up to change. It becomes
* clear, at certain points in both arguments, that well-thought out strategies and theories often give way to

" simplistic defenses against criticisms. In other words, the structures of the debate supersede or become
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more important than the issues themselves; the issues of pornography and sexual violence have been

overshadowed by the debate between radical and socialist feminists. This process is evident in the radical |

feminist claim that }.héy ’do not care’ -about means—end consistency in their praxis, * and the socialist

feminist oonténtion that it is not yet time to impose a feminist ethics.?* The debate bedoms an end in
itself and the concern is no longer with its amicable resolution but the "victory’ of one position over the
other. The stake involved is no longer the future of the movement but the future legitimacy and

credibility of certain prominent members of the two warring factions. »

I feel it is important to mention here that this reluctance to admit difficulties and incorporate
change appears to pervade feminism as a whole at this time. Debates about pornography aside, it is
becoming more apparent that this inability to adapt, the attachment of some feminists to *classic’ feminist

doctrines, threatens to mar the entire feminist enterprise. I feel it is crucial that feminists today not only

éixarpine the ways in which the movement might reach younger women, but carefully and critically * .. -

explore the ways in which feminism, socialist and radical, has become institutionalized and km_arginalized
in the twenty years since its second incarration. Has feminism pecome a part of the status quo'." As“
difficult as this may seem, we must look at the ways in which we might havé d;velopea an interest, as
feminist activists or academics, in the maintenance of the status quo. I feel that the de(ba‘tc about

pombgraphy and censorship can, by providing a specific example, shed some light on these issues. A

We must not forget that feminism has always been characterized by a high degree of critical -
selffreﬂection ‘Its priority has been to give voiceo the experiences of women in patriarchy; this also |
includes women’s experienées of the feminist movement lts project has been double—edged: to describe
and explain the structures of women’s oppression and to alter them.?” At this lime, v)hile the radical right
still holds power, feminists must not lose sight of their goals.- i%emim‘srs cannot fall prey to
;i'nstitutionalization We must be able to adapt and recognize the impact of the changes we have helped o

bring about. A failure to do this simply means death for the movement
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Reascas for and am of the debate about pornography and censorship :iny be located at various

imss in the intepretation and analysis conducted here. It may be contended that the fa&: that each

, position is ngui’agﬁfm different ﬁcf;mm of sexuality, power and the nature of the state constitutes
cause enough for the dc;mc On another level, disagreements about the way patriarchy and ideology
function an¢ the definition of feminis! praxis may be seen 10 add 1o the vitriolic debate. As well, the
problems and hnutaums inherent in each positions’ praxis along with radical and socialist imml:n’s
inability to deal with the issue of feminist ethics may be identified as ruso; for the debate. At least,
they cxplain the intesive criticisms and accusations which characterize the debate. [ would contend,

" however, that, at the most fundamental level, this debate is concerned with and caused ;y the inability of
both radical and socialist Teminists to critically examine their positions, admit their limitations, assess their

| achiévements, open zhwmi;/cs t change and move towards the dcvciopmcm of a social movement that

can address the situation of women and all humans in 1987.

-

The lmpact of the Debate

In the last two sections | have discussed what I have found to be some of the. causes of the debate and
some of the reasons for is continued animosity. I have made it clear that | feel that the. debate has been -

caused by, and reflects itself, problems with the feminist project and movement.

In this secion [ will speculate as 1o the impaci of the debate on both the public and piivate face of
the ferninist movement., ] will discuss how the femninist literature and the feminists interviewed for this
study have inu.'gpr;':tcd the debate and what they feel the debate’s impact has been on-the movement.

Finally, | will consider what lh“c future might hold for feminists and for the movement,

W hat do the debaters think )abau the debate?

The debate about pornography and censorship has been ongoing during the 1980s in Canadz™ In the past
two vears however, the focus of the debate seems to have shifted from pomography to the area of |
sexuality and sexual practice. This fact is clearly evidenced by\ the numerous:chnferences concerned with
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sexuality held recently around the country. Whatever the focus has been, however, the dcﬁ_atc has
continued with startling animosity. This is why, 1 feel, it is now not only necessary but vital for the future -
of the movement to examine the ways in which the debate has impacted upon, damaged 6r enhanced, the

public and private face of feminism.

Discussion gnd commentary in the feminist press about the debate —at least up untl the fall of
1986~ were limited, although the "porn war’, as thé debate had become known, and its effects we?é
impossible o ignore for members of the feminist community. A good deal of debate took place in the
"Letters to the Editor” sections of feminist newspapers such as Kinesis and Broadside; these-columns
often resounded with accusation and cn'u"cism This was especially true in the fall of 1985 and spring of

1986, after Varda Burstyn's appearance in Forum.

It is also in tiiese sections, however, that attempts are made to analyze and assess the debate and its

damage 1o the movement. Megan Ellis points out in Brgggg' ide that:

the pornography debate stems directly from the reluctance of Canadian...feminists to
recognize a long-standing (and international) division among feminists that between radical
and socialist feminists.” ) \

&

Other women comment Qp-‘t.be uselessness of importing debates from Amerncan feminism,’* and the

fuulity of engaging in a "male—defined censorship debatc”.*® Diana Majory states that "the two groups

S

tend o talk at cToss purposes without communicating or responding to the legitimate concerns raised by

the other™.*! Despite varying analyses about the nature of the debate, proponents of both sides have
. . 5'%‘: . .
expressed concern about the vitriolic tane of the debate:
..JJ find it disiressing and disillusioning that women calling themselves feminists hurl such

epithets as hysterical, moralistic, extremist, incoherent and that old standby, silencing, at
another feminist no matter how much they might disagree with her.*

]

Perhaps the most eloquent opponent of the debate is a wdx%an who has refused to take sides at any
time during the débate. Pam Blackstone, a meQb?J\of Women Against Pomography in Victona, B.C., is
both anu'—pomograph:} and anu-censorship. In Broadside she writes: “

let’s not kid ourselves, when it sinks 1o this level ferinist discourse is no different than
_patriarchal discourse..lately the struggle has become unproductive. Effective and useful
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means of communication hiave been abandoned in favour of accusations and L
counter-accusations, labelling, reproach and condemnation...We are locked into rigid ways of
thinking, of looking at this problem, and we need to discard them entirely and create a

radical new approach.’’

The need for this radical new approach, however, has yet to be recognized throughout the feminist
community. . '

Varda Burstyn, Susan G. Cole, Sara Dxamond and Jllhan R1d1ngton, prominent femlmst acnwsts
mtemewed for this study, have given d1fferent assessments of the reasons for the debate and the 1mpact

of the debate on the movement. It is not surprising that, when asked, these women locate oﬁ)osmg points

of difference in the debate. In keeping with radical feminist analysis of sexuality, Susan (fole statés that

the "deepest divison” in the debate is between those who "think that sexuahty is constructed in a way that

is dangerous to women and those who don tn Conversely, socialist feminist Sa:a Diamond believes that
most of the differences of opinion in the debate are focused on "the nature of the state...the relatlonshxp
between images and activity and icieologyr".35 Both Cole and Diamond see the major point of conflict in
the debate to be the area - sex or the star;e respectively — which is the central focus in their specific
analyses of patriarchy. These differing opinions about the central point of conﬂict in the debate underline
the hypothesis that each éroup is attempting to imnose their naming of reality and their frames of ‘

reference on the other.

Socialist feminists Varda Burstyn and Sara Diamond agree about the impact of the debate on the
movement. Both women feel that the feminist movement has been in crisis for many years. The
anti-pornography movement and the debate that has followed it are simply reflections of, and added

burdens to an already weakened movement:

..feminism has been in crisis-for a very long time...there’s a real inability to deal with some
of the changes happening within the society: the end of government funding to the women’s
movement, the institutionalization of the womern’s movement, and the inability to reach out
to different social layers of women.**

Burstyn feels that both radical and socialist currents within feminism have lost a great deal of ground in
their struggles toward societa! transformation as a result of the debate: -

‘ K
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..what has happened around this debate is that real radical feminism, feminism...that

challenges society at its roots, that understands the need for the transformation of all its .

institutions, particularly the political institutions, and that is a movementi capable of being in

profound solidarity wit.h other movements of oppressed peoples...is practicaily gone.’
According to Burstyn, hberal feminism is now the. dommant current within Canadian femxmsm

In the end I think that femmlsm has beer weakened because its two most important currents,

the socialist feminist current and the radical feminist current have lost a lot of ground (and)
liberal feminism has gamed a great deal.*®

The weakening in the two radical currents leads to a weakened capacity to speak out and act politically. ,v
Burstyn points out that:

liberal feminism will be strengthened in the sense that socialist and radical feminism has

been weakened but it will not, in the long run, experience continued strength and

growth...Unless people organize to change...there will be a general weakening of feminist

consciousness in the entire culture.*’

Bu:sfyn and Diamond feel that the debate has profoundly affected both the public and private face
of feminism. Burstyn feels this impact has been, for the most part, negative. Diamond, however, claims
that the debate has raised many important issues in the public consciousness. The most vital of these
issues, she feels, is female séxuah'ty. Diamond states that the debate "has made more space for women o
start to think and act around their sexuality".*° According to Diamond, this has occurred within the
movement as well:

The debate has made feminists rethink the way they look at men as 'the enemy’...it has made

women look at their own sexuality...it has created real frustration with some of the moralism

and political correctness that’s been a problem within feminism...*

Diamond feels tHat more open discussion about female sexuality both inside and outside feminism is a

positive legacy of the debate.

Liberal feminist Jillian Ridington feels that the debate has been unnecessary. She believes that any
and all feminist strategies should be embraced:

We're all committed and we’re all working in ways that we feel are best and...we’re not each
other’s enemies...the real enemy is out there and that’s what we should focus on.*’

Ridington claims that all feminists should be sharing their skills and insights and learning from each

o;_her, instead of rading accusations and insults. _She states that feminism may have been slightly |
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weakened politically by the dei)ate, and believes that the debate should have been kept within the

movement:

- ) ‘\
I think that it is a debate that is entirely legitimate and proper to have within a movement
but...] wish we wouldn’t attack each other, I wish we could disagree with each other, but do it
with more respect.*’

k3

Radical feminist Susan Cole does not feel, as the others do, that the debate, as it has occurred in
Canada, presents a threat to the future of the mgvemént. She points out that the issues involved are "at
the cutting edge of feminist theory”,** and that many women are still discovering feminism. Fer-these
women, Cole a&scrts the debate is not relevant.- éhe feels the issues are profound ones, and that the

movement can only benefit from their exploration. Cole feels very positive about the future of the

movement.*

Some thoughts on the debaters thoughts

1t is interesting to note that not only do radical and socialist women identify different centres of conflict in
ihe debate, they assess the impaét of the debate differently as well. Anti-censorship, socialist women
Diamond and Burstyn feel that the debate has profoundly affected the feminist movement.
Ant-pornography activists, radical Cole and liberal Ridington, on M&er hand, feel the debate has

altered feminism very little or not at all.

I would like to suggest that anti-pornography women do not see and, consequently, do not assess
the debate’s impact because they simply cannot afford to do so. Anti—-pornography women fee] that

anti-censorship feminists started the conflict in the first place by introducing the censorship debate into

the discussion of pornography:
- :
...it is Burstyn and the women/feminists against censorship who have made debate on
pornography all but impossible. They have misrepresented the issue as a pro— or
anti~censorship debate with the result that censorship becomes the focus rather than

pornography itself.*
For radical women an acknowledgement of the debate’s impact means a recognition of the power and
validity of the socialist feminist position. And a recognition of the validity of the socialist feminist

argument implies an acceptance of the socialist femim'ét frame of reference and naming of a feminist
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reality. Simply put, to admit that the debé\texhas altered the face of feminism iS‘vLP admit the power of the
socialist position, and to admit the power of the socialist position is, for radical fem;“iﬁét women, to admit

defeat. ' . ,

-

To follow this argument logically, it ooixid then be claimed that it is in socialist feminist interests to
insist that the debate has had a great impact on the movement. By doing this these women could bolster
their bid for authority by emphasizing the powef and ‘validity of their oppositior. to ihe anti-pornography
movement. This line of reasoning does not apply here, however, because most socialist women -do not
feel that they instigated ;he debate in ény way. They feel that they merely responded to dilemmas within
the movement, which happéned 10 héve, 'a; their source, the anti—pornograph')} campaign. ,_.AThey do not see
themselves as oppqﬁiﬁonal but feel, rather, that the tactics 'of the anti-porriography activists constitute

‘ dangerous opposition to the feminist enterprise.

&

Although much concern was expressed in the interviews and literature reviewed for this study about
the wne of the debate ard its impact. there never appeared 1 be, in any way, a lack of commitment to the
movement itself. All of these women cared deeply about the future of the movement. Throughout-the
debate and in spite of it, these wonien’ continued to believe in the fundamental importancée and integrity of

the feminist struggle.

Some personal thoughts on the impact
It seems clear that, at this time, the feminist movement is at an important crossroad in its development. It )
is a time of increasing difficulty and change for the movement. The degree to whicp the debate itsclf has
brought about difficulties and the need for change within the movement is impossible to measure. Suffice
it 1o say that the debate about pornography has reflected, revealed, and, indeed, amplfﬁed internal i
inconsistencies and fundamental questions about the movement It is hoped that this point has béen
explored and explained adequately in previous chapt‘ers and sections. By doing this, however, the debate

has also made room for more open discussion, new resolutions, and much needed change. It is in this way

that the debate has, most definitively, impacted the movement and its future course. In fact,

]
S
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optimisﬁqally, it ﬁ]ight be claimed that the debate about pornography has brought about conditions within

the feminist movement that are ripe for change.

My concern lies primarily with the debate’s potential contribution to the negative feminist
stereotypes that abound in the public mind. Here again it is diff:cult to degermine what the spe&ﬁé
. impact of the debate itself might be. vIt seems clear, l;owever, that the two polarized positions, filtered
through the mamstream media, might provide more fﬁel fo; already well-formed ‘misconcepu'ons.' Imaées
of the anti—-pornography feminist as a man-hating, asexual, unattractive, radical fanatic will easily be
supported and bolstered by the sen;aﬁoﬁtscehng media. The r;eactionary radical right have already do_;xe
their paﬁ o encburage the impression of the anti—censorship feminist, indeed all feminists, as anﬁ—famﬂy,

anti-motherhood, sexualiy prorrﬁscuous, manipulative and 'overly’ ambitious.

Earlier in this chapter I pointed out that prbblems with radkal and socialist feminist praxis were to
blame for feminism’s inability to maintain widespread public suppoﬁ and af)peal to a new géne,ration of
women. But-it must be contended t.haf these abundant negative stereotypes haifé also contributed to the
difficulties now facing the women’s movement. It xr;ight also be suggested that gese stereotypes a?e the
result of the intensive change brought about in the first yeé.rs of the feminist moyement; the result of the
dissexm:nau'on of new ideas actoss a diffuse public consciousness without the committed support of the
agents of dissenxingﬁon. T‘hesé stéreotybe: embody the fears and.reactions of all those threatened by the
feminist project; they betray a lack of undérémndiﬂgi Most blaﬁnﬂy, these negative images p‘fovide

examples of the patriarchal status quo’s attempt to coopt or incorporate feminists and feminism into its

symbolic order. .

These stereotypes must be combatted. bate within the movement has been concerned with the
best way to combat sexist images of women as embodied in pornography. But, it has been shown earlier
that this debate has reflected, itself, patriarchal discourse in its structure and tone. 1 sugéest that what

¥ *
needs to be discussed now, and urgently, is the best way to combat the institutionalization and cooptation

of the feminist movement itself, !
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CONCLUSION ' -

This thesis has attempted to explore the significance of the feminist debate about pé?hogi'aphy in Canada.

In the previous chapters I have examined the debate’s history, its composite arguments and their

uhdér]ying assumptions. I have also discussed the criticisms and accusations that have characterized the
dei)ate and have reviewed what I have found to be the fundamental differences between the positions in
the debate, In the final chapter speculated as to the nature of the debate, its causes, and the reasons for
its continued animosity. I also discussed the impact of the debate about pornography on the Canadian

feminist movement.

What, then, has this debate signified? What are ‘tl)c differsnt-levels of meaning within the debate

and what have they revealed about the nature of the debate and trends within the feminist movement?

To begin we are presented with a debate within the feminist movemen; between those feminists
opposed to pornography and in févour of some form of government regulgtion 10 cpmbat it and those
" feminists Qho are opposed to any form of govemme_.r;t legislation against sexuai ifﬁagery bemuse’they feel
these laws will benused against feminists, gays, and aitérnative artists. Immbdiately, upon close
examiﬁation of each position’s argumem - arguments articul;ted throﬁgh a few prominent spokespeople
on each side of the debate - it becomes clear that the assumptions implicit in the argumen-ts betray a
deeper and longer—standing division withiq feminism between radical feminists and socialist feminists. It
becomes obvioﬁs ‘t.hat the anti—pomography posiEion-is firmly situated in radical feminist definitions of the
nature of sexuality, power and the role of the state, and that the anti—censorship stance has socialist ‘
ferninist conceptions of sexuality, power and the role of the state a; its core. The first level of meaning
beneath the most obvious anti-pornography/ anti-censorship debate has emerged: both major positions

are directly affilidted with two other, already polarized, positions, radical feminism and socialist feminism.

With this first level of meaning clarified, continued examination of the criticisms and accusations
exchanged between the two positions reveals more information about the debate. It seems apparent that

. the debate, through its association with radical and socialist feminisms, has become artifically polarized.
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A review of tt;e criticisms reveals that the positioné are arguing past each other, about two different
phenomenon, pornography and censorship, from different de;ﬁ;nitions of sex, power, and the state. An
exploration of the similarities betwegn the two positions oom:eys another level of meaning within the
debate; the debate Teflects the fact that socialist and radical eminists are working with and arguing from

different definitions of ideology, patriarchy and feminist praxis.

These diﬂ;erent definitions bring into question an issue that lies at the core of the debate about
pornography and censorship: the definition of feminism itself. After a review of each position’s definition
of feminism it becomes clear that, theoretically, each position should accept the other, as each position
appears to appreciate and encourage diversity as a necesga}y facet ;)f the feminist enterprise, but they do
not. The debate is evidence of this fact I have concluded from this fact that 1) each position has
problems with their praxis and 2) feminist strategy, proposed praxis, is the central point of contention in
the debate. At this level of meaning the debate signifies problems with both radical and socialist féminist

praxis.

——————— A review of the problems with radical and socialist feminist praxis and a discussion of what I have
found to be a related problem of feminist uethics facilitated the identification of a more general pi'oblem
within feminism and another level of significance within the debate: an inability on the part of some
feminists to critically examine their positions, admit their limitations, and open themselves to change
within the feminist movement. This problem brings with-it ‘t.ixe question of the potential cooptation and

institutionalization of feminism by the patriarchal status quo. - »

Within a different framework of understanding, from the pérspecn’ve of *discourse’, "power’, and

‘language’, I contend that the debate does, in fact, signify a cooptation of feminist interests by the status

quo. This cooptation is evident in the form and the method of the debate ifelf. Radical and socialist
ferninists taking part in the debate have fallen prey to the structure of polarized political debate and
methods of vitriolic accusation and counter-accusation which most often characterize patriarchal political

discourse. Instead of making patriarchal structures and methods of political debate themselves the object

-
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of analysis, feminists have internalized them. Feminists have replicated a quality of debate that belongs
to the dominant patriarchy, this fact renders feminists and the,feminist movement susceptible to further

cooptation by the patriarchal status quo.

The debaie is seen to signify a definitional sﬁuggle between radical and socialist feminists. This
struggle has artifically polarized and displaced the debate among feminists about pornography. The
struggle has also succeeded in excluding many feminists who do not share the radical anti-pornography
position or the socxahst anti-censorship stance. Most importantly, however, the struggle between radical
and socialist feminists has diverted attention away frém the issues that gave rise to the debate: misogynist
pornography and sexual violence against women. The definitional vstruégle concerns, most fundamentally,

"the determination of what constitutes ’feminism’. .

-

The causes 6f the debate and the reasons for their cﬁnu‘nued am'moéity are directly linked to the
levels of meaning uncovered within the debate. Cause might be located in the fact that each poéiu'on
argues from diﬂ”;rent definitions of patria:chy, idwloéy. sexuality, and power and with opposing
understandings of feminist praxis and the role of the staté. On another level the problems with each
position’s praxis 4nd their inability to resol;/e the issue of fernihist ethics might be understood to be a
likely cause of the debate. Some feminists’ inability to’acccpt criticism and reluctance to reévah{aw the
present and future of the feminist project has most definitely helped to continue the stalemate i,n the
debate. The fact that the debate reflects the structures and methods of patriarchal political debate and .
that feminists vhave not been able t6 look beyond these structures might also be seen to contribute Lg the
animosity of the debate about pornography.. Finally, the most obvious cause of the debate about

- pornography as it has come to exist within Canadian feminism is the displacement of the issue of

pornography and the discussion around it by radical and socialist feminists.

The Canadian feminist movement is still engaged in the debate about pornography, sexual practice
and representation. Although etphasis shifts from one area to another, the issues raised by the

pornography debate continue 1o be discussed and explored by feminists. As Sara Diamond has pointed

153



¢
4

out, this a positive impact of the debate. Simply, it seems that the debate has brought into question the
principles, priorities, and goals of-feminism in a way no other discussion has done within the movement.

The present and future status of the feminist movement itself is at issue.

' I oonter;d that the implications of the debate necessitate an examination of the state of feminism.

- At what point does the crucial diiérsity of opinion thhm the movement, a diversity both radical and-~
socialist feminists theoretically embrace, become division, accusation, reproach, and alienation? 1 would
suggest that this ﬁoint is one at which the cooptive forces and incorporative mpaci’u'cs of patriarchy |
overwhelm or wear down £he resolve of those who have fought hard and dearly to oppose it. This point
is one at,whic_h,.th'e/ issues and the goals of the movement desperately need redefinition and are somehow
forgotten m ;he desire to maintain control and ascendancy. This point is one at which analytic capacities
within the movement cease 10 turn gnward toward the realities of women’s lives, to women’s chgng:ing
experiences of patriarchy anrd‘the movement, and cease the crucial, perpetual, unrelentjng quest_iohing of
the ways in which the forces and structures of ﬁatriarchy shape ourlives, our actions, and our debates: It

is abvious, in any case, that this point has long passec.

The time has now come for a serious questioning and reevéluation of the feminist project. It must
be made clear, howe§er, that this statement is not intended to belittle or ignore the ir;lportant and |
extensive contributions of both radical and socialist feminists to the’amelioration of the status of women.
The gains that ‘all feminists have made for women in the past twent}: yea:s aie innumerable and
immensely valuable. But the need exists now, as evidenced by the debate about pornography, in 1987, for
an t of the4 situation of feminism and feminists in the s;x:ia] world. We might agree that
oppressiorf and inequality still exist for women, but how are the forms of this 'épp‘ressicr)h'different frqm
twenty years ago? How has women’s experience of this oppression changed in the last twenty years?

What role has the movement played ini changing women’s experiex;ce of oppression? What changes might
be made in feminist strategy and tactics and in the feminist agenda to meet the changing needs of women?

How do we, as feminists, combat the attempts to incorporate, coopt, and delegitemize the feminist -

enterprise by the patriarchal status quo?
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These are questions that desperately need examination by feminists. I contend that the debate /
about pornography has drawn attention to these questioxi&‘ It is hoped that, when and if this examination

is undertaken in the future, we feminiéts might look ba;:k upon the debate about pornography and claim,

with confidence and in sisterhbod, that its legacy has been profoundly-positive.

. / ‘ '
- >
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