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In r-t y- porn&phy has not onl$bmme a major 'cause' championed by the wmqn's movemen? 
i . . 

but a divisive issue within i t  The debate among ferrmilsts about pornography and cemrorship has bearme 
\ Q 

polarized armad arb Bsves as the nature of =x&lly f rrpresentltios the nature of female. ' 
I 

sexuality, and the rolkof the aate in the regulation of dyeq and 
( 

,P 
?% 

This thesis'&lies approach? drawn fmm and feminist theory to dsopsrmef the 

debate and analyze the levels of meanin$ ~ i t h i n  it The tdesis bakd on an examination of articles from 4 - -- - 

the ferninkt press and feminist academia mcerned &cifically with pornography over the past 
C.  J two years$sslcned W c l s  earliet in Canada aqd the , nited States, and Canadian, American ' 

and British feminist books on the issues of sexuality and porn phy.-Six ~ 4 t h  interviews with 4 
prominent Canadian feminist activists also provide material for a.$alysis and interpretaticm. Ernphssis is 

r 

given to the Canadian debam 

The thesis locates the b j o r  events in the development of the debate about pornography. The 

positions in the debate are explored as are their underlying assumptions about the nature of sexuality, 
* i 

"power. and the role of the state. The criti& and aamations which characterize the debate are 

examined; they reveal that those upholding particular positions are arguing from different areas of 
-- - 

-hasis, about ditfermt phenomena, and with different definitions of patriarchy: ideology, and feminist 
4 

- praxis. 

_*I 
e 

The thesis mcludts  that the debate between anti-pornography and anti-('~~~sorship feminists has 

been directed and coopted by a longer~tandmg debate between radical feminists and socialist feminists. 

The debate is seen to be a definitional m@e over who will have the power to name the reality 

'feminism'. The debate is seen to have fallen prey IO more traditional. patriarchai methods and smcdres 

of political dcbrte. The/srmcturr of the debate often supercedes the wm substantive issues. Ressom for 

the debate are amibuted to feminists' inatihty to look beyona k t  modes of political debare, to 

problems with feminist praxis, and to feminists' inability to adequately a d d m  the issue of feminist ethics, 

iii 
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accept ibeir limitations and upen theqe1va% W g e .  
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1 

A 

In recent years pmmgaphy has not only became a major 'cause' championed by the women's 
-"  

movement but a divisive iseue within it. The feminist movement in c, ~anada: I and the United States has 

be+n engaged in an intease anhf ten  vitridlic debate about the issue of &ograpby sim tk&& 1980s 

The debate p w n g  feminists about pornography has becwe i n c r 4 g l y  polarized around such questions 

4 the na-turc and role of sexually expliat imagery, the future of female sexuality, and - the role of the state 
/ 

in the regulation of sexual imagery and practices. 

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

will attcmpt to 'unpack' the debate, toGexplore the various f&t discouses around pomography, in 
Q 

order to reveal the man; levels of meaning within i t  In this thesis. I will pose and attempt to answer the 

following questions: How did the feminist debate about pombpphy - develop in Canada? ~ h d w e r e  the 

events that led to 

debate? How do 

and helped to perpetuate the debate? What major positions have emerged within the 

these positions define pornography and censorship? What ,are their underlying - 

assumptions about sexuality, power, and the role of the state? What is the nature of the criticisms that 

characterize the debate? What does the debate about pornography reveal about the state of the feminist 

enterprise? What aie some of the causes -of the debate? How has the debate about pornography 

.P impacted upon Cansdian feminism? By exploringthe femmist debate about pornography and aUempting 

to answer these questions I hope to provide more thorough undentanding of trends .W @thin , Canadian 
4 

feminism tdday. -r  
I *  

0 

- 
This thesis is based on an examination of articles from the Canadian feminist press and feminist 

academia mncemed specifically with pornography over the past two y-, selected articles published .' 

earlier in Canada and the United States, and Canabian, 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 mnmned with the issues of 

pornography and sexuality also provide material for analysis and interpretation. 



In the fim chapter, entitled 'On Unpacking the Debate: Tbeory and Methodology'. I will discuss 
I 

the theoretical tools and specific r e s h c h  methods that have guided me in this study. These took axe 
I 

P &awn from the areas of discourse analysis and feminist methodology. Botb df these areas i e  briefly 
I 

rei'iewed.. This chapter also incrudes a discussion of the material that has provided a basisfor this study: 
h P- 

I will also present a 'methodological confession' in .which I plan to my reasons for undertaking this . - 
study and the goals of the study. , 

-C 

in the second chapter. The  Canadian Debate: A Contexqtalization'. I will chronicle the 

development of the Pkninist debate about pornography in Canada from 1977-1986. In order m k n e r  

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

primarily on the events as they have occured in Canada; events wi wed  . 
I 

States are included only when they have had direct impact upon the debate in Canada It is hoped that , 

this chapter will provide an historical context and grounding for the analysis of the debate that follows - 
The-third chapter The  Arguments' will explore the major positions which have emerged In the 

debate about pornography. In each case I will look at how pornography 1s being defined. what its ham 1s 

seen to be. what its function is. what kinds of proposals are made to deal with pornography. and how 
I 

these proposals are meant to be implemented. I will also review each position's underlying ztssurqptions- 

about the nature of power, sexuality. and the role of the state. This exposition will provide a basis upon 
*d 

~ 1 

which further examinat& of the debate might be undertaken 
3 . -  

-" - - ,. 

In the fourth chapter. entitled 'The bebate: An Interpretation', I will review the cri~cisms and 'j* 
I 
I 

accusations that have been exchanged between the positions in the debate a b u t  pornography. 1 will also 
P I 

analyze the similar structures of the-criticisms. This examination will help to revql and will lead to a 
I 
I 

discussion of the fundamental differences between the positions in the debate In the second part of this - : 

chapter I will discuss these differences which concern the definitions of patriarchy. ideology, f&ninis~ 

praxis and feminism itself. 
Y... 
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Through the courrc of these cfiaptew it is hoped that the questions posed above might be amwerw% 



I 

I 
UNPACKING THE DEBATE: THEORY AND METHODOLOGY I 

I 
There are rwo specific typs of thmry and melhodology that haved influenced this work. The tibt area 

I 

involves the a m e p t s  of 'dim-'. 'language' and 'power' as they itre currently defined and employed in 

the fields of &unicatim thmry and mo-linguiaucr Thex convprs form the 

meth&dogy born as '-use analysis*. Theastmnd a m  m M m s  Teminist 
I 

on the work of such fCrmnirt cheorisrr as Jill McCalla Vicken. hrbara DuBoir and Rcnav Duclli klicri. 

In rhe fim &on of this chapter I will prestnt a brief hscussion of the concepts of 

'diqome','languge*, and 'power'. I will also pose some questions based upon these concepts that $41 

I help to fadlita,w the exploration of the feminist debate about pornography and censordip. I will bhefl) 
I 

d i m  the m e t h d o l w  of discourse analysis and evaluate its conmbution to this study and i t s  IimiGtions. 
i ..'. 

Discourse analysis somt useful theoretical principles but is limited in its use as an applied 

methodolog. This e v a l u a w  will lead naturally ro the second w o n  of the chapter: an exploration,oi 

feminist methodolqy and is influence on thls thesis. (1  3 

T ' >  

3 
Some m e s  on dlscavse, language and p e r  

-, 
The m q l s  of huaunc. language and power *~ve bccn developed and applled ID the sonat world b, 

P 

man! Theorists frum dinerem disaplmes. I nqyt drawn from h e  work of French philosopher M~chel 
. - 

- Foucault, smo-lmgust Gunter Kress, and theonst John Thompson. B) prov~dmg a summar). of 
I '  I 

ttie amapo I hope to ~ntrcdua: some useful vocabular) for thls study and to pose some qumons h l  

rnigm guide the exploration of the debate in the chapters m a m e .  0 - 



The Oxford r>ictionary dcfincs disawrsc as both a verb: 'to talk of, amverse about; u, tell narrate, 

relate", and a aoun: "a spkcm or wrim treatment of a subject". In either sense the concept '-' 

is rooted in language. in the acts of speadting and writing and implies a oommunication pnmss 

Frtnch philosopher Midel Foucault has expanded the traditional aspects of 'discome' in his work 

and has provided a more intricate and indt td more pditid rendering of the olzotpt For Foucault - 

disawse is tpe proass behind any act of mmmunication in which meaning is mated Kartis Raccvskis 

defines it as "the praxis of tfiinlrtnn".' 

Central to the conapt of discwrse and fundamental to its existtnce is language. Accordtng to 

Foucault language is a purely artntrary pn>lxss of signification, a "pure invention" that fills up the 

'ahlute vacancy of being".' I t  cannot repmat  an- ouo;ide of itself; therefore language 'speaks' us. 

IS constitutive. Foucauir states that the stparation of words from thmgs - this confusion of logical types - 

prudum a gap, or f a k  rciation. a-thrn3ich discoukc can grow and upcm which it can play and 

therefore present ID form as reality. f)lsaourse occurs at the same time as language bccomes formalized 

and nonnative; they shape e x b  othtz. 

'Truth' seems @ble only k a u s e  of the fundamental m r  impliat in an understanding of 

language as resembling or king the same as U t y .  The formulatim of this 'truth' and the f o m  of 

questing for i t  characterize the d i m  of an q e .  I)ominanr ways of thinking are both srructured by 

and a r t i d t e d  through diu=ursive pract ia  Books, statements, spetchts, documents. any "residual 

rnitcnali%'l - things m&t~mally ailed d i m  - that exist to record and be read are reflective of the 

dominant d s m k  and canstitlltiveaf cisusive practices Discursive practim are. more gmerally, any . 
form of h m  negMiation of and for meaning. A c c o r m  to Foucault no meaning exists before 

- dscuuw.' ~onsaquebtly, no cxmcnte reality exists before language rxrurs to namc i t  

Swohgwt  Gunur Krcss eiabontcs Foucault's definition of disawrse and makes it more specific 

He attaches the amcept of dmxm as defined by ~ d t  LO sodal institutions and claims that as 



members of a particular society, there are many different kinds discourses at play in mu k s :  ' d i m  

are systcmatic@y organized sets of statements which give-expression to the meanings and values of an. 

inrtitution'.' Specific discourses. such as the discome of capitdlim the d i s v  of eristipnify. the 

discourse of sexism or the discourse of radsm. define, delimit and describe what it is possible to see and 
P 

not see. s a y  and not say in all areas of 

A discuursgprovides a set of posrible statements about a given area and organizes and gives 
srmaure to the manner in which a partmku topic, object process is to be talked abour, in 
that it provides d&ptions, rules. *rmissions, and prohibitions of a a l  and individual a~tions.~ 

0 

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 lager area.. of 

soaal life. These competitions "ensure continous shifts h d  movements"' in the public attitude and 

~ o ~ .  The spedfic disoourses of an age attemp1 to bring their m t h  to the foreground by 

purporting to "reconcile all of the contradiaions, mismatches, disjunctions. and discontinuities"' in their 

explanations of the world They "strive towards total and encompassing accounrs in which contradictions 

are resolved or at least suppressed"'; "that which is social" is made to "seem natural and the problematic" 

is .made to "seem obvio~s"'~. If a particular disoourse is understood as common sense. as being the way 
4 

of the world then it has been smmsful in its attempt to blonize the social mind. The deployment of d 

C 

discom, then, must be Fen to be a political activity. 

Foucault's concept of &scourse and dimmive practices as embodied negotiations of and for 

meaning, and Kress' contention that several &scourses ampere for dominance within society. pave the 

way for a consideration of relationships of power as they exist through dscourse mC language. In his . 

' m k  $tube5 & & Theon of Ideolw theoretician John Thompson proposes some helpful insights into 
- - 

the relationship between power and language. ': 

Thompson stipulates that in order to conduc; an analysis-of any text, to &scov"e its meaning i t  is 

n e a s w y  to undemand first that 'mequng is not a fixed and invariant given, bur.a fluctuating 

phenomewn".?l2 The meaning of a r ex r  is determined not only by irs internal makeup but by the 

I 



- - 
amtextual conctitims of its production, dhemiktion, and consumption. The determination of what a text 

means. therefore: is often an area of struggle and conflict: " d i f f d t  groups or individuals have a . 

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

According to Thompson, the struggle for meaning is the most important and fundamental struggle - 
C 

in human life; to determine the meaning of a t h q  is to claim Power over that thing, and its reality, and, d 

by the same t o k e s  relations of power are sustained by different battles over meaning. As any stru%gle 

implies domination and subordinatidn, it is necessary "to study the ways in which meaning (signification) 
I' 

serves to sustain relations of Thompsori labels this process the study of ideology. ~oucault 
-. 

and others call it discourse analysis. 

Language. according to Thompson. is the p ~ a p a l  vehicle for signification, the primary medium 

througk which meaning is negotiated. Since discourse and/or ideology, as we have noted above, is 

hexmcably bound 'to language, we must come to understand language - the particular ways,in which we 

name our world - as "an i n s m e n t  of power"15. Language is deployed by certain social institutions in 

order to perpetuate their discourse or ideology. In light of this it becomes clear why much of discourse 

analysis is concerned with linguistic analysis. 

h ~ u a g e ,  power. and discourse are. for these theorists, three interamnected concepts. Since 

- meaning is indeterminite and constantly in flux, control over the meaning of something is a fundamental 

form of power in our world Relations of power are embodied and maintained in the struggle for me 

determination of meaning This struggle is most often articulated through language and it is most often 

concerned with language, with the naming of reality. In this way language is power. The struggle then is 

primarily ideological and political, a battle over discourse, over which framing of experience will prevail. 

Th& 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 pornography and censorship? What does John Thompson's discussion of power and language 

2 

I 

z 7 



reveal about- the fundamental nature of the debate? 

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

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 aPgument What does each discourse include and-qclude in their 
0 * 

definition of the world? If we agree that dominant institutional discourses constrain and limit what is 
A 

visible, what is considered problemati- and what we are able to discuss, then we miist consider how the 

debate about pornography and censorship reflects these constraints and limitations. Simply, if We are to I" 
1 

conceptualize the debate as a definitional struggle, a struggle over whose discourse or idmlogy will %= 

prevail, then it is necessary to employ a method of analysis based upon these concepts af 'disr?'~=e'. 

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

Some thmghts on discause anaiysis 

Discourse analysis as a method of research isbesoming more vast and complex with each passing day. 

John Thompson, however, provides a useful approxh to the study of Giscourse that is based upon the 

theoretical principles outlined above. Thompson &es the point, and I a&ee. that any kind of discursive 
P 

practice is "already an interpretation".16 To attempt to analyze discourse is,therefore."to reintepret a 

pre-interpreted d~main".~'  Thompson emphasizes the fact that any interpretive process is. fundamentally. 
- - 

creative. Any aralysis of discourse is simply another discursive production, a creative repmduction, if 

you will, of the object of analysis. 

4 

1 

Thompson objects to the more rraditional and formal types of &scourst analysis, such as semiotics. 
t 

which are based solely on 'texts' and focus primarily on the way language is used within them. He feels 

these methods assume that meaning is implicit in the text, and ignore the fact that meaning "is determined 

as much by the contextual ccrnditions of its production and reception as by the syntactic features of 'its 

constr~ction".~' Thompson states ,that these methods of textual analysis "could never be more than a 
d.  > 

. I  b 

limited and preliminary stage of 'a more comprehensive intepretive theory".I9 Thompson then provides an 

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



of the power-plays of disoourses 

This intepretive yethoddogy has three stages. The first stage Thompson calls 'social analysis'. In 

order to be adequately 'undcnffood . discourses must be situated or mtextualized in the s o c i ~ o m i o m i c  
1: 

and historical conditions in which they w e n  produced In +a part of the intepretive process Thompson 
%, 7 

feels it is necaafy b examine the intmrdons of individual agents of dioawrse and other agents and the 
4 

\ 

interplay between' these agents and dominant institutions. These questioq must be asked and answered; 

what social conditions gave rise to the discourse being studied? How dothese conditions impact 
7 

i 

upon or help to determine its m-? 
6. 

The second stage in the interpretive process is called 'discursive analysis'. This stage is concerned , 

with the texts or discursive practices through which the discourse 'speaks' or makes itself manifest 

Duriag this stage of interpretation an ~ J y s i s  of the language used in these rexts is conducted. The 

narrative s t w e  of the texts and the f m s  of argumentation'used must also be examined According to 
- & 

Thompson the third stage is interpretive; the point at which the results of the analysis conducted are + 

collected and constructed into a creative "projection of meaning"20 by the analyst 

.This very brief and simplified summary of Thompson's intepretive methodology, based on the 
A' 

concepts of language, discourse and power outlined above, provides an interesting and useful h e w o r k  

for the m d y  of political debates. Thompson's points about the n t h  to contextualize discourses, and the 
' .  

undeniably interpretive nature of discourse analysis are well taken. The first and &d stages of his 

methalology will be employed in this thesis The second stage of his methodology involving the analysis 

of argumentation will also be employed The analysis of narrative'smcmre and of language proper, 

however, cannot be undertaken here. The bulk of the literature reviewed for this study is simply too great 

to attempt a thorough linguistic analysis of every text that deals with the debate. More to the point 

however. it is necessary to bear in tm@ 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 



< 

and minds of thousands of feminist women throughout the muntry. In order to succesfully 'unpack' this 

debate and come to terms with its significance h e  methodology used must reflect this f an  I havebosen 

not to p m e  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 adequate understanding of so mmpler a social phenbmenon. i Q 

Some limitations of d i s c m e  analysis 

me method of discourse analysis outlined above is useN but limited. Thompson does not discuss how 

the analyst might situate herself in relation to the discourse being studied, or how she might intervene. 
* 

through her work, to change the power relations$ps she is studying. Thompson recognizes the highly 

intepretive nature of this kind of analysis, but does not make it clear that the analyst is inextricably tided 

to the object of q d y .  The analyst has "no transcendend ground from which ro contemplate the process 

of wEch he is irretrievably a part".'l 

8 -  

' As theory, then, Foucault's, *Kressl, and Thompson's work on the interplay of langauge. power and 

discourse is highly sugghve,  as method, however, it is exuemely difficult to operationalize. In order to 

'get at' the dominant discourse or relatiom of power, discursive practices must be analyzed in their 

'residual materiality'. Any document being analyzed must be seen as a negotiation for relations of power 
, 

set in motion by individuals who are constituted by the dorninant discourse and who arc destined to 

reconstitute it in their negotiation. The individuals come to the negotiation with a set of remurces and 

conventions which are @cmselves reflective of the power relations in society. 

The extreme relativism of this conception of 'dxourse' does not allow for a place within which a" 

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 ubiquitous. This relativism In 

theory seems to translate into self-reflexivity in method. The analyst is thrown back on herself, forced to 

make an analysis of her own discnrsive practices. While this may be helpful, it may @so be amtended , 

t . 
* 

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

k 
a 

tow%.Ri self-consciousness. Foucaul?'~ unwillingness to posit a reality before language is reflected in tkg 



rqults of analysis based on his conceptualization of discourse. There can be no m e  assessment of a 

physical reality 'out there' . only an acute consciousness of the limits of language and a distrust of the 

systems of knowledge that underlie them " 

SpM simply, thes the& mncept~ are vw helpful as tools of analysis of a given reality, but they 
, 

cannot serve to help to change the r&ty being described because they do not adequately consider the 
.. 

role of the social analyst herself. I maintain that if we understand all claims to 'truth' to be socially 

constructed through the power-plays f discourses, as Foucault does, and if we understand the analysis of ,7 
3 4 discourse to be a creative, in-pretive project and not a valuefree' or 'objective' one, as Thompson does, 

1 

then we must also agree that the role of the analyst is vital, Her interests, preconceptions, and thoughts 

on the object of study most definitely help to determine the results of the study and, mnsequently must be 

made explicit I contend that the choices au analyst makes in her methodology and the .questions she 

d poses the object of study aie necessarily political choices insofar as they reflect her position. 
s* 

4 * 

experiences, and interests in the &al 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 e t  al's formulations then our roles as social analysts are 

ddomed 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 help 

to bring about change. 

I will now discuss the specific political and personal interests that have influenced this study. To 

begin I will discuss some of the tenets of feminist methodology which have guided this work. I will then 

make a "methodologid confession"" in which I will make my political choices clear and will discuss the 

goals of this thesis. 



Feminist methoddogy 

The development of feminist theory has been ongoing since the early*years of the second wave of 

the feminist movement As a part of the struggle toward liberation feminists have attempted to determine 

the ways in which patriarchal biases have been written into dominant modes of perception and 

understanping. Feminist theory has attempted to assess the ways in which these biases are mainfested 
d ,  

across disciplines. Most impomtly, however. feminist theory has presented explanations of patriarchy, 

and has tried to come to-tgrms with the implications of women's widespread oppression. 

' An important part of the feminist project has involved the critical and mseful examination of the 

\ history of knowledge. Although this ychaelogy is by no means complete, it is now very clear that most 

1.. 
knoyledge and scientific 'fact' has been determined by and oriented around the male subject Feminist 

1 ., 

theovst Jill McCalla Vickers calls it 'the rationalist traditikQ' . Evelyn -- Fox Keller has named it 
\- 

'objeitivist ideology' " both names refer to 
I 

I the presumption that the liberated man can transcend his passions, his prejudices, and even 
his d w ,  through an elevation of his reason and a suppression af his non-reason15 .' . 

, Many feminist theorists would agree with Foucault's concept of discourse and the social 
i 

construction of 'truth', as well as with Thompson's point about the validity and necessity of the - - 

interpretive firocess in social research. There has been a large amount of feminist criticism written that 

dealsiwith the 'mths' of traditional scientific method and its claims to be 'value-free' and '~bjective'.,~? 
I 

~ a n i  feminist theorists would also agree with Gunter Kress' contention that discourses compete for 
I 

do&ce in the individual and public mind Feminist theorists, however. would add one important 
I 

qualification to these descriptions of discourse; they would insist that patriarchal or sexist discourse is the 

most brevalent and dominant discourse in society. 
I 

I 

Feminist critics contend that "the male perspectrve throughout (the) ... &scipiines is 

ovem5ng..unquestioned, axio~natic".~' Critic Barbara Du h i s  describes what she calls "the androcentric 



fallacy" which sees the 'person' to be'male dnly and, ccmsequeatly, defines the female in relation to the 
..% 

4 

% -  I&&; she he apprdaud only by virtue of wbpi @e is not? In the world of the academy and indeed b all 
- ..- 

other worlds m& alone have the power to 'name' reality, and to determine how the rest of us are to name 

i t  Therefore. "the andtocentric pefspective has rendered women not only unknowa but unknowable ". l9 
G 

A C C O I ~  to feminists such as Barbara Du Bois, K a m e  Fyne Addelson and Renate Duelli Klein, 

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

amstiputes a research question and in the development of research plans. Klein simply states "the 

questions we ask determine the answers we get".'' And, t h w  questions do not emerge from some 

distilled neutral and 'objective' mind, but from a mind that lives in the social world and has been 

consrmcted by i t  They argue ,that most researb projects and their a/ccompanying methodology only serve 
I 

to reinforce the dominant discourse and social conceptions of reality.il Science critic and feminist Brian 

-- Easlea claims, in his book 

the problem-solving 

researcher is also a @itid an: it gives tacii-approval to the d t dwxurse and the prevailing 

systems of knowledge and "prevents awareness of the possibility of d i d  change"." The researcher who f 
does not acknowledge the nedessity for social responsibility and poli cal commitment in his work is not 4 

. defending 'truth' and 'objectivity' but is simply performing 'an idmlbgid service in favour of the s&tw 

_ _I 

Jean-Paul Same, co~ec ted  intimateby for many years with e outstanding feminist scholar. (xitic 

and novelist Sirnone de Beauvoir and a philosopher in his own r i d <  mak& a similar distinction between a A 

D 

researcher who serves the status quo and one who questions it in ihs essay "A Plea for Intellecolzs". 

"Technicians of practical knowledge' iire members of society usually situated in the academy and 

edufational'M~tiom. They are people who are "implicitly entrusted with the task of transmi4 
I 

naived values.and if nmssary combatting the ideas and valties of all other classes. by deployu$ their 
I 

speaalized kn~wledge".~' They are agents of the dominant discourse. I 



- 
According to Same, technicians of pra@cal knowledge are usually drawn from the ranks of the 

middle class but are required to represent the values of the upper class The technician is "a middle man. 

a m i d m  man. a middle class man The general mdr toward which his activities lead are not his 

The technician is forbidden to question the ends which he serves even though he must. being 

from the middle class, realhe that they are foreign and false for most members of society. The Lchnician 

performs the task of resolving the amtiadictions and holes in the dominant discourse he is serving and 

works to give it the appearance of unity and cohesiveness. It is this way that "science ... becomes 

ideologyw36. "the technician who creates inventions for all men (becomes) ... simply an agent of the 

pauperization of the working class".3' Same contends that the technician has two options. He &I accept 
% 

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 worfiit, herself. and her place In the world. The 

intellefolal "anends to what concerns him (in exteriority - the principles which grude the conduct of h ~ s  

life; and in interiority - his lived experience in s~ciety)". '~ The work of th6~n~llectuaI means nothing, 

according to Same, without self-examination: 

True intellectual investigation, if it is to be Free from the myths which obscure ik jmplies a 
,e traversal of research through the singularity of the researcher. The latter needs to situate 

himself in the social universe in order to be able to grasp a i d  destroy within and without 
himself the limits that ideology imposes on knowledge ... the intellectual's thought must 
ceaselessly tum back on itself in order always to apprehend itself as a i n @ w  ~ruversalrty.'~ 

This definition of intellectual investigation bears a s t r i w  resemblance to the desires and goals of 
' 

those feminist theorists concerned with methodology. As is the case with Same's 'intellectual1, feminist 

methodology is born out of a realization cf 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 matrix includes the knower." P 

Feminist researchenand m e ' s  intellectual are concerned with more than just this realization, however; 



they also seek to destroy the constraints they have h e  to identify. 
i 1 

The god of feminist'research is not only to describe the world but to change i t  Jill McCalla 

Vickers states the feminist reseimh, theory and methodology should strive toward "the complete 

' restructuring of human knowledge and h v  e&ce".13 Renate Due& Kleh makes rhe 

Same does, between knowledge produced for the sake of knowledge and knowledge produced for the 
.T - _ sake of w e .  She feels that "the of all feminist scholarship should bd to mntribute to ending the. I 

oppression of women".44 

Feminist theorists also dimnguish bekeen reqrch women, research that has women as its 

object of study but employs a methodology based on a n d r ~ n u i c  &dues. &d research f& women, 

research in which the plight of women informs both the object of study and the methodology 

Research for women "aims at being instrumental in improving women's' livesw!' Simply, it is not 

sufficient to shift the focus of research to woqen, our entire way of looking must be changed as we 

informed with an understanding of the h i &  of patriarchy.16 

C 

As stated above. these feminists believe that the questions a researcher asks determines th 

results found: 

If the starting point in science-making is the posing of a meaningful problem or 
then what is scientific in method is to address that question in the manner and 
consonant with its subs-t likely to lead to relevant answers.47 

If the goals of feminist research are women's liberation From oppression and societal chang then the . a : '  -'%" , 

methods chosen should reflect these goals. 

,- , ~ 

 m mini st theorists Jill McCalla Vickers. Renate Duelli .hein and Barbara & Bois'make suggestions 

abbut the ways in which leminist research mi@ - hrrther the cayx of womea The most common of thke 
- !- 

suggestions involves the consideration of the role of t!!e researcher, an~assessment of her interests in and 
. - 

reasons for undertaking the study. In this way feminists attempt to redefinethe concept oi"'objectivity'. 
- 

~bjmivi ty  is seen as a dialectical process involving the perpetual interrelatiowof %If-knowledge, critic 

self-reflection and empirical inquiry." As McCalla Vickers states: 



the usual scholarly principles of reliability, consistency, logical inference and hoaesty 
maintained with the additional principle of the investigator mtiqually testing the 

'of the work a@m her own experienas as well as the experienceof other wmea4*  
r - 

Feminist theorists also suggest that the relationship between the mearcher and those subjccts 

involved in her study is of primary importance. The researcher must not exclude me subject of-mcar& 

froma hrU understanding of the reseaxch qgd its goals. Duelli Klein d m i  the ~ k c a l  p& she ' 
* r 

1 

. , feels should oo~ur beween rsesrcher andsubjcn She BLls this process 'intenu~jcctivit$: I t 
*t 

*a * ... the researcher (should) constantly ampare her work with her own experiences as a women ? ' 

and a scientist and to share it with the researched who thbn will add their opinions to the 
research, which in turn might change again." 

The inclusion of the subject of study in the process of research. by describing Ihe purpas~s of the stud\ 

and sharing the results of i~ seriousiy challenges uaditional methods of androcenuic smal sacncc 

-research. These femiaists feel that doing this is more honestst; not only will it produce more sound rasults. -- 

but it reflects and acknowledges the dynamics that are'always involved in any human relationshtp, no 

matter how 'controlled'. 

Some feminist researchers feely&%& is imponant to use "such resources as intuition. emotions and 
. . * 

feelings both in ourselves and in those we want to in~estigate".~~ Feminist theorists also insist on 
- I 

1 

validating the authenticity of the experiences of those being studied. and on the need to undenrand them 
., 

in context Feminist researchers in the social sciences argue against the simulation of expenencc In '  

laboratories and experiments and suggest that their subjects be viewed in "the cornpiex. rich and vaned 

world of human experience ".-'2 f ;  , -. <- .- F 

Feminist researchers, in other words. recognize the importance of context and the need ,m make 
: 

explicit the way in ..which their interests and experiencesmight come to affect the study.  hey provide the 

reasons for the study undertaken. The role of the subjkt of the study is recognized as ~ntegral. as IS the 
\ 

relationship between researcher and subj en: "feminist scholarship r evealslan) ... assumption that b c  

' knower and the known are of the same unive rse... they are INJJ separable"." Feminist research 15 also 
I 

guided by the priniciple of 'honesty'. Feminist researchers smve to produce work that mghr further 
9 



rhm~np i t  inm qrrcraion -1 fituatt my#lf w i h i n  the fcmi& debate about pornography md c a m s h i p  
.E dP 

b t  I artwnptiq to dt#i&re., f h v c  a pamal  EtPkt ift undtIManding ir  and aitkiring it b w  I 



- 
I 

' - I employed many difkmt march methois in my auempt m undersmd this debate. To begin 1 . - 
- v c  

I 
amdlta#f a literacure review of dl of the articles abour pornography in the Canadiiur feminist press over 

I .  

the past WQ years I indudod in this ~ v i c w  artides from earlier ytars. and both Canadian, American and 
4 

J 

British bods by funinisrs on the subjec~s of pornography, sexuality and asorship.  Frm ?h~s revlcw I 

ex-d information a b u t  the events through which the d e b @  a M ~ d  and about the nature of the I 

i 

pdtiom ia the debate. I a j s  artended five confermas about the ~ssuts of sexuality. pmmgraphy'and 
i 1 

cenmlship in both T o m t o  and Vancouver over the pas? two years. By dolnp t f i ~ s  1 was glvcn a chance to 
I 

meet and txlk with other ftminists a b u t  the debate and the movement. ,A was able to watch thc 
, , 

interactitions betwen thcq feminist activists who h m e d  to represent feminist interests and their 

audicma, rhc feminist &unity. Through thlr form of participant obiervauon I saw the dctya  in  

action, In amtext and was able to i n t e r m  and develop relationships witfi the s u b j p s  of my stud) I 

1 a m d a d  four, two U) thrie hour internews with feminist representatives of the 

anti-pornogntphy and ~~~~rship positions. I inrentitwed anti-pornography act iv is~ Susan G. G l e  

and JiLlian %dington and anti-censorship feminists Varda Burstyn and Sara hamond. I queitioned them 

mabout the issues of pomogaphy and ensodup,  and rheir views on the nature of power. sexuality and the 

ole of the sue. I also spoke with them a b u t  their hsmry in the women's movemer.. their goals and 

d&res for the movemenr, and thar  opinions about the nature of the debau, what hey  perceived heir 

1 role in i t  to be, and how they felt the d e b t e  might have impaatd upon the movemenL h c h  pamcipanr 
$ 

was informed as to the nature of my study and heir  suggestions for the study were most definitely laken 

inro a m u m  Although eachrparudpant was ask& the same xr of quntio.nr each had dfferent areas of I 

&rerest and mpf i a s t~  And since I viewed t h m  as not only subjem of study bur as sourccr- of 

information, I encouraged dialogue and dieressioh during the intkiews.  I also drew from inurvicws with I 

anti-pornography activists Megan Eillis and Kate Andrew that I had conducted two years prcviousiy for a I 

I 
study of The Frast~ Comrmue. The herview process was very eluadating; its fruics provided a wealth 

of information and experience which greatfp fadfibred this w d y .  
I 

I '  

I 



To wmarkc, tbta, I drew frran r n y - j m x d  &on and urmocnainty about the issues of 

p m g a p h y  and ctmorshrp and from my concern for the state of feminism and devdqed a plan fof a 

reflea b e  f& that this &bate took shape and perptWtEd itself not only through 'texts' but thrmgh the 

dialogue of feminist women at amfertncts;mm@s and discussian groups a m s  the country, I 
4 ,, - -- 

amductcd a literature review. engaged in pamcipant obscrvatian at some of these events, and interviewed 
< .  

prominent feminist activists through wbicb the debate was given voice. 

My research was guided by the concepts of '&mD, 'power', and 'language' as well as by the 

suggesuons of feminist miters on methodology. Wnpaciung' this debate represented a challenge to me as 

a student and as a ferninis just as I feel the d ~ b t e  itself has pr-rscntcd a challenge to those in the feminist 

movement: a challenge to looL beyond the more supthcial concnm of pornography and amorship to 

h e  d t e p r  sues that underlie bem: a chance to a+s the 'present' of feminism and. by doing so. make 
, 

plans for its future. 
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THE CANADIAN DEBATE: A C0NTMTUAI;IZATION 

Introduction . - 

4 

, 

Some brief historical notes on feminism will be usefid 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 

developmen1 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 f e w s t  press and the mainstream media as well as 
% ' O  

private interviews and personal experience. 

Some Feminism 

The fiirt wav d f feminism took root during the rise and proliferation of industxiahtion in ihe latter half 

century in England France and North America. With massive changes occurring in 
? 

workplace, the role of the family as the primary social unit was changing. As a part of 

this change women began organizing on a large sale. Perhaps the most notable feminist issues during the 

repressive reign of Queen Victoria were those concerning reproductive f~eedom and sexual practice: 
** 

The terrain of women's bodies, both in terms of cbildbeaiing and erotic pleasure became 8% zp 

intensely politicized by all sides in the growing social upheaval and conflict over gender 
relations in the nineteenth century.' 

I t  was apparent that these issues were'not only personal, but economic as= well; as long as women did not 

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

p&kiarchal institutions of marriage and the family. 

It is interesting to note that in England at the turn of the century, two distinct strands of feminism 

emerged signalling major divergence of feminist positi& 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 



feminism in me early part of the twentieth anpry was "the problem of sex; how to defme it, how it was 

experienced by women and what to demand sexually from the state and From men."' 

The fmt strand of feminism was known as 'social purity'. This movement was made up of a 

coalition of radical feminists, such as Josephine Butler, and more conservative and fundamentalist 
. . 

religious forces.' These feministis believed that motherhood was sacred only when it was voluntary, but 

they endorsed ohly natural forms of birth control. -They extolled the virtues of celibacy and did not 

believe in sex before marriage. Christabel Pankhurst, an active social purity feminist gave voice to their 
I .  

position on sex: ".,.sex powers are given..as a trust to be used, not for ... immorality or debauchery, 
\\ 

'\ 

buueverently and in a union based on love, for the purposes of snjing on the race".s S o d  purity \ 
\ 

feminists made a clear &%inction between love and lust Men propagated lust and had ,'unnatural' sexual ' '.. 

drives. VD was seen as the punishment for male promiscuity and, consequently, wives were innocent 

victims of the abnormal male urge. As Juliette Heale pointed out: "What male creature below humanity 

ever infects or abuses his The social purity feminists gained a large amount of public support for 
7 .  

their positions on venereal disease, and often worked with non and anti-feminist forces when proposing 

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

increasingly to give way to the moralist proponents. 
1 

The second strand of feminism that arose during the early twentieth centilry was called 'new 

moralist'. This form of feminism was influenced by libenaTianism, the emergiog ideas of the 'sexologists', 

and the "ethical socialism of figures such as Edward Carpenter". ' These feminists opposed the institution 

of marriage, but believed in "fret: uniofs: monogamous relations that could be freely entered and freely 

leftn. Tbey believed .in the separatioc of sex from'reprodu~on through the use of both natural and , 

artihcial forms of contraception. They slso argued for ihe importance of women's sexual pleasure: "sex 

was a natural function needing exercise llke all natural ftmctions".10 Rebecca West author and 

spokesperson for the new moralists, contended &at the r~ress ion  of sexual practices was dangerous: 

Many of the evils of our social syslem spring from Ae perversions that arose when all 
educatia..w& in the hands of mon!! and nuns ... Pnd in the Sane way the lady-who is 
simply the well-repressed woman-my be a sourre of danger t? the state." 



The new moralist feminists were very critical of celibacy or spinsterhood and were often vitr;dic in their 

-tions @nst women who made those choices in their lives.12 As the new momlists were usually 

associated with bohemianism, the art world, and left wing political groups, they were not able to gamer as 

much support or popularity as the sOcial purity forces. 

It should be noted that at the same time in Canada and the United States similar trends were 

a g  within feminism; social purity feminists were predominant According to Carol Lee Bachi. in 

Canada: "...dy a tiny frafjtition of women's suffrage leaders were feminist first and fo~emost; 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".13 

T h k  two divergent strands of feminism during the first wave were fundamentally opposed to each > 
other. Although both groups were striving towards the betterment of women's situation 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 a b u t  female sexuality, 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 time within North American feminism. In fact, the two strands from the 
a 

fmt wave 'social purity' and 'new moralist' bear a striking resemblance to the w e n t  anti-pornography 
- 

and anti-ceasorship positions. The second wave debate is also concerned with the same issues as the 
4'  

older debate: sex and the state. In any case, it will be useful to keep this srdall pan of fir& wave f ~ ~ t  
c 

hstory in mind as we go on to explore the modein debate in more detail. 

The semnd wave of feminism was born out of the social hgg le s  that dkacterized the 1960s 

The civil rights movement student rebellion, 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 time - 

that remain, to this day, 'classics' of the second wave of feminism: Betty Friedan's The Feminist h4vstiane. 

Kate Millet's sexual Politics. Robin Morgan's Goinn Too Far. Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch. and 



Shulamith Firestone's The Dialectic of Sex . as well as Simone de Beauvoir's book, 'Qg 

published ahead of its time in the 19%. Gloria Steinem founded & magazine, and fictitious bra \ 

burnings and women's marches were frequent stories on the nightly news: 

There were amazing things happening. The dynamic toward radical sisterly unity was very 
strong in those &&..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.14 

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 
-7 

personal is political': 

I had a sense that feminism w%...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 evervthing ... We just knew that something was exploding in a very, very big 
way. .. I felt as if I was a part of an explosionJ had a sense that women could do amazing 
things together.15 

The Rise of the Issue of Pornonra~hv within Feminism 1977-1983 

The anti- pornography movement beginr 

By the mid to the late 1970s, in a charged political and economic climate, it seemed that feminism was 
-?I 

beginning to lose the momentum it had gathered in the early 19710s. It was during this time that 

pornography came to the fore as 2 cenrral issue within both Canadh and'American feminist 
El 

movements.I6 In Canada and the United States 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 effort 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 Our 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 sex& frustration. ~e&nist  theorists. Brownmiller 

among them, suggested that in a patriarchal society -- any form of sexual expression informed and 



influenced by masculine aggressiveness was oppr&ve to women. These feminhts theorists were - 
attempting to politic& the -t of sexuality in order to emphasize the extent to which women felt 

'i 
J r '  

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 obscures this. Obscures the political 
content of male hostility towards women1' 

In the context of women's consdousless raising, it seemed as hough the naming of men's brutality 

became of form of power for women. 

d In 1976 a protest occurred against a billboard that stated " rm black and blue om the Rolling 

~ & e s  and I love it". The billboard provided the protesten with a perfect example of the linkage of sex 

and violence. In 1977. attention was drawn to another example of this w e :  the fhqSnuff .  In this 

fdm a woman was apparently m e d  and murdered for the sexual satisfaction of the male chararacters. 

women demonstrated against rhe f h  across the continent. In San Francisco when a conference entitled 

"Feminist Perspectives on Pornography " w& h ~ 1 4  thousands of women participated in the first annual 

' ~ a k i  Back the Night' march through the city's red light district The march, which is still carried on 

today. was seen to symbolize women's desire to reclaim their safety and their sexuality From the threat of 

male violence. By 1.978 groups such as Women Against Violence in Pornography axid the Media a d  - - 
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 pornmography.lg 

The intensive interest in sexual violence against women andopornography revived the flagging 

spirits of feminism. The emerging feminist analysis of sexual violence and pornography at that time was 

documented in books such as Take Back the Ninht , Andrea Dworkin's Pornonra~hv: Men Possessing 

Women and Susan Griffin's Pornonra~hy and Silence. Pornography was seen as misogynist propaganda: 

women-hating linked in a direct'way to other forms of sexual violence toward women Regulation and 

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

set off heated debate. both inside a d  outside of the feminist movement in Canada and the United States. 



Feminist analysis of pornography and violence against women took place in Canada as well as the 

, United States in the late 1910s and gave rise to a strong anti-pornography movement Debra Lewis' and 
, 

f 

~ o r e d e  Clark's book Raw: The R imof  Coercive S e x n I i ~  and articles by Susan Colt. Jillian Kclington 

and Myrna k oh ash reflected the development of this spaif idly feminist analysis of pornography. Rape 

crisis centres and homes for battered .women were established across the country. Orgamzations 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 with the issue of pornography. In 

Toronto. Vaccouver and other large urban centres in Canada demonstrations were held at pornographic 

movie theatres and red iight districts, and newstands carrying pornography were picketed. Requests to 
, .. 

boycott y r e s  that carried sexually expliat and violent material were also made. Spokeswomen for the 
\ 

feminist perspective on pornography began to get coverage in the miinstream media Pornography had 

not only become the central iaue within the feminist movement. but was rapidly becoming one of the 

major social issues of the 1980s. 

In Canada, in 1978, the federal governmeni&blished a Parliamentaq 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. Lorenne Clark and Debra Lewis went before t5e committee to offer their feminist 

perspective on pornography and the traditional 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 rnale~ights."'~ Lewis' and Clark's appearance before the Committee 

and their demands for a rewriting of the obscenity law gave rise to a debate between members of the gay 

/ 

community 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 feminists 

and gay liberationists around the issue of censorship and pornography, subsequently Caused a major rift in 

the ideological partnership between factions of the two movements which is still present today. I t  also 

foreshadowed t$e upcoming debate among members of the feminist movcment The results of the 

- 



Standing Committee from a feminist perspective were negligible, and the issue of amend& the obscenity 

-.- 
Nor a Love Stay - the seeds of de@e a d  sown , .A 

.,.. 

One of the @or reasons for the widespread public attention to the issue of &ography was the 

release in 1981 of the National Film Board production Not a Love Story: A Film About P o I n m ~ h v .  

This film was made at Studio D, the women's production unit of the Film Board by Bonnie Sher Klein. 

The film follows Klein as she meets sex trade worker Linda Lee Tracy at a Montreal stri$ club. Klein 

convinces Tracy to join her in an exploration of the pornography industry. The fdm documents their 

journey, and Tracy's transformation f6m a liberal Stripper into a radicalized feminist The film takes 
r 

place in the red light districts of Montreal, New York City and San0Francisco. Interspeqed ,with the .a ' 

i I 

graphic cllsplay 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 W e d  from. 

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

frlm across the country and held question and answer periods after the screenings I contend that Not A 
h 

Love Story focused public amtion onto the feminist perspective dn pornography as violence against 

women more than any other single event in Canada. 
a 

2 
d - 

Not A Love Story may have succesfidly drawn attention to a feminist perspective of pornography,- 
/ 

but irs release and reception served anoeer function as well. Within sectors of the feminist mmmunity'as 

well as the artistic and gay communities, &y in Ontario, there was growing concern about the 

corollaries of the feminist analysis of pornogfkphy as e m M e d  in Not A Love Story.'O Some m e n  were 

calling for legislation that would protect them from these images. At this time in Ontario, there was 

widespread concern about the politics 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.6. The Censor 

Board had also fdrced magazine m cancel an exhibition of video d & n ~ e s  critical. of the 

% advertising industry two daystbefore A they were scheduled to be screeened. The Board deemed the 
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proposed scnenings to be public events and therefore subject to review by the Boprd st a fee of cighi 

hundred dollars. did not have the time or the funds to submit the vid- for review. +Also. in the 
s 

spring of 1981, the Board of Directors of the Caddian Images Film Festival in Peterborough Oaiario - 

were char@ with violating the Ontario Theatres An The festival had dedded to present a Ihon film by 

B.C. experimental filmmaker + b u t i s  And NOW a Message b m  @$DOI~SO~S.~ r 6 a i  presented an 

anti-capitalist view of advertising. The three minute piece had been banned by the Censor Baard because 

it contained scenes of explicit nudity: Wooked like what was happening was that there was being a 
. >-  

selective use of censorship to attack progressive cultural outlets or venues or events in Ontario.''l 

$The Ontaiio C e w r  Board's subsequent banning of Nor A bv.e Sujry seemed to further illusuarc . 

the point that state boards of regulation did not support work by feminist gay, or artistic communities. 
% 8 

These events prompted some feminists to question the wisdom of calling on the state for protection from 

pornography. It was in ihis environment that the seeds of a feminist anti-censorship rxition were sown. 

I 

Rgd Hot Video 

In the meantime, ohrage was growing within womeh's communities throughout the.munvy ahout b c  
, 

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

boycotts continued to be held, as yell as intensive feminist lobbying for the amendment of the rape laws .. 
J 

in Canada. In Vancouver during the s h e r  and fall of 1982 some women protested against the 

proliferation of ~ ; d  Hot Video outlets in British Columbia. Women's groups monitored the pomograph~c 
i d 

video tapes that werein the stores and brought tapes that they felt were in clear contravention or the 

-\ 

Crhhal  Code to the police and asked that the Crown prosecute. The local Crown prosecum indicated 

why prosecution was considered to be impossible: "When asked to give his reasons he said. among other 

things, that the acring in the films was so mediocre that they could not be taken ~enously".~'  Repeated 

attempts to persuade Attorney General Alan Williams to aciebrought no results. The government would 

not lay charges. .&,? 



T h c  tKnnbngs cmiy incrcwcd l f i e ~ ~  when's  doubts a b u t  the mtepics of the anti-pm&aphy 

ntnruneni" in rmbJmwry pol= ?nestsled five pmplc. tllw men W o  voma for the bambiqg of' . 



Dunnp this time, in ttte summer and fall of !&2, in Ottawa, feminist lobby groups were atkmpting to 
e, i 

&flu- ameadxmts to a proposed new law regarding rape. The extensive feminist analysis that hsb 

I taka place axmud the issw of rape bad revcgfed that male aaitudes w a r d  rape and m e n ' s  sexuality 

I wen f i y  entrenched in the law." Women were &smtly being subjccud to humiliation on the 

a 1978-repon from the Law Reform Comrmssion advising otherwise, in I s 2  i t  was still legally defcnsiblc 

for a husband to rape his wife. As well, according to !qd definitions, a rape was only amceded to have 

(KZURIA when proof of a d  penetration muld 'be presented in court'' 

As'passage of FNl C-127 m e  impnent fcminists worked hard to make sure their inters& were 

h a d .  However. at the final hour, and in a final push t get the bill passed, reprwntativcs of the 

National Acticm Cornmince on tbe Statlls of Women and the National Assodation of Women and the Law 

*% 
h*r were f o r d  to m a d e  a very cnrcial i k e  for women: the defense of honest belief. The .new law would 

still allow consideration of this form of defense in which the alleged rapist muld claim that he honestly 

believed the woman wanted to engage in sexual activities with him1'. This issue was a linchpin in the 

feminist argument abour rape and sexual vtdence againsr women Amrdmg u, this argument. in. 

pamarcha1 society a man is taught to believe that when a wcrman says 'no', she really means 'yes' and, 

therefhe, he is often unable and unwilling rn discern otherwise. l9 The fact that the government &d nor 

m m d e  to feminist interests on this issue seemed to indicate a lack of real concern with the feminist lobby 
d 

in general. I"- 

The dmppoinuncnt following h c  experience of feminist lobby groups around rhc rapc law led to a 
- 

deeper m r n  with pornography and to an in&miificauon of the anti-pornography movemenL Women 
I 

were being raped by men who believed & 'no' meant 'yki'. what put such ideas in their heads? Robin 

Morgan's statement that 'Porn is the theor). rape is the pradce' must>ave been resonating loudly in the 
a 

,' 

minds of feminisT activists In h e  fietd of violence awns1 women. Conam was also generated by this 

experience rqardmg a recurring smtepcal problem: the role of feminists within the state. How could 



feminisfs rumin uDoompromised and resist the coatinurn pram& 6 play by the government's rules and 

still be able to bnng &out effective legiltive chrnga for 
* 

The O m ' o  R l m  and Video Ap- Society 

Meanwhile in Toronto. feminist and other alternative artists t o d  the Censor Board to mun The Ontario 

Film and Video Apprtciaticm Society . a coalition of video artists sod ak administrators. ntcceedtd in 

hving the Censor Baud's aitcria for judgmg frlms d* ~ t u t i o n a l .  Previously the Censor 

Board's guidelines had not been cstab1isfie-d in law. The members of the Boaxd were appointed by the 

Ontario government and were given a mandate to review material and judge it by 'armmunity standards' 

which were in part dcttrmined by a yearly "Survey of Attitudes in Ontario" amducted by the provincial 

government The films.that were part of OFAVAS' case induded Not, 4 & &XJ and a film by 

experimental frlmmafter Michael Snow entitled &gnau's Nmbey. The Film Board required cuts in 

these films where there werwlqnctions of sex and masturtration. OFAVAS daimed that the Board was 

unable to appreciate the artistic and educational content of the f W  The Ccnm Board appealed the 

judge's decision to the Supreme Cuurt of Canada whm it is grill awaidg judgement. The Board's name 

was changtd however, u, The Onrario Film Review Board, and the Ontario government did establish in - 
I% 

- 
law, in the Ontario Theam A a  guidelines far reviewing film The guidelines remain the same today as 

they were previous to the OFAVAS case. 

- ?, 
Many feminists in Ontario were growing increasingly concerned about the seemingly random 

powers of the Ceosor Board to prohibit viewing of alternative gay and feminist materials. Although at 

this point in the struggle a g a m t  pornography feminists had not collectively come out in favour of 

censorship. it appeared that m a t  feminists were in favour of some form of legal approach to the issue. 
-% 

Usually this meant the rewritmg of the o-nity law to include the connection of sex with 

Feninists such as S m  Cole were introducing the notion of 'regulation' as being "very Canadian". " A t  

this time support for amending the Cxixni~I Code and opposition to prior ce~?sorship were not yet 

contradictory positions: 



,.the Ontario C a m  Board has contributed to c n m i q  that there may be inadequacies in 
the Criminal Code of'Canada. The Board's piactice of prior censorship intervenes between 

-&-*, 

the alleged offendmg depiction and the law, thus preventing the Criminal W e  From being 
used and, as is necefisary. appmpriately amended and strengthened! 

The contradiction was sooa to surface, however, as an anti-censorship position grew in opposition to th$ 

anti-pornography movement 

At this time other Canadian feminists were not advocating any kmd of legal approach. They were 

atkmpting m direct energy and attention to organizing grassroots boycotts, street actions, and sex, 

educationu The debate between anti-pornography women and feminists opposed to censorship had not ~ 

li 

yet bemme full blown 

The Debate Hears Uu: 1983-1986 - A  

The estublishment ofthe Fraser Cohmitiee 

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 1n the appointment 

of a Special Coinminee on Pornography and Prostitution by Justice Minister Mark MacGuigan. The 

Fraser Committee, as it b e t i m e  known, was chaired by Queen's Consul John Fraser from'Vancouver, and 
& 
was made up of three men and four women. The Committee published its Issues Pauc  in November of 

1983 in which it outlined its tenns of reference and its mandate. The Committee was appointed "to study 

the problems associated with pornogaphy and prostitution and to carry out a programme of socio-legal 
/ /i 

r - g a s  well as "to consider the problems of a m  to pornography, its effects and what is considered 

to be pornographic in Canada"." The Committee held public hearings where any representative from a 

community group or any member of the public at large could present a brief. Feminist groups acovely 

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 Borruud Con@rence 
- - 

In the United States 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 movemqt with 

regards to pornography and the accompanying feminist andysis began to surface. howevrr, in the early 

1980s. Thg$ebate 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 c h a q p g  nature of "women's sexual reality".36 A variety of speakers had been scheduled to speak at 

the amference, including proponents of alternative sexual practices, most notably l e s b h  sado- 

masochism. Anti-prnogrpahy feminists felt that the conference organizers had failed to include speakers 
- - 

from their perspective, and also accused many of the scheduled speakers of advocating patriarchal forms 

of sexuality and of being anti-feminisr -&ti-pornography 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 the college and funding sources deletedW.j7 It 

became clear at this time that the feminist movement in the United States was experiencing a deep and 

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

to the foregr6id as a result of the intensive work and analysis that had beenpnducted around the issue 

The Fbmard Conference provided a catalyst for the debate between.radica1, anti-pornography 

activists and other factions of the women's movement in the United 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 turmoil, the theoretical questions and mnnundrums 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 Danner: Emlorinq Female 

%xuali&, simply could not be ignored by feminists of any nationality. Both the issues addressed at the 

conference about female sexuality and sexual expression and the implications of the controversy 

surroundmg them were far reaching and profound. 



The Minneapdis cirdinonce i 
In the fall of 1983 Andrea Dworkin, whose book Pornoaia~hv: &Q Possessinq Women had served 

r 

reference text for wo& w o r m  on the issue, and C a m e  MacKinnon a noted constituthal la 
1 

and feminist advist were hired by the city of Mianeapdis to develop a civil rights ordinance h r k i  

from the feminist conception of pornography as a f& of sen discrimination. They drafted what h/ts 
I 

h c e  b e m m ~ o w n  as the Minneapolis ordipance. I 
In the ordinance pbrnography is defined as "the sexually explicit subordination of wom 

,--- - 
graphically depicted, whether in pictures or in words, that also includes one.or more of the foll 

The ordinance goes on to list nine instarces that would be considered pornographic including: 

presented as ~ehumauiined, as sexual objects, things or commodities", "women are presented a+/whores By 

nature", " w o m n  are presented in scenarios of degradation, injury, abasement. tortured . sho 

I 

, *- 
or inferior, bleeding, bruised or hurt in a context that makes these conditions sexual". 

ordinance, women would have recourse through the law to'sue for damages against 

and producers of pornography. As well, women who participated in the making of 
-3, 

. also claim damages if they could prove that a e y  had been coerced into the actions. - - 
i 

child who is physicaily assaulted in a way directly caused by pornography could also make 

damages in court. The naffieking &use of the ordinance does not require L!t any  speciic ~%.&the 

individual be proven, also, no exemttion for materials with a n y  claim to literary, educatioh or artistic - ' 

t 

merit is pro~ided.'~ 

C 

The ordinance was passed by the Minneapolis City Council but was vetoed by the mayor on 

mt i tu t iond  grounds. Other city councils however h n  became interested in i t  In Indianapolis 

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

Coughenor, known for her anti-abonion and anti-ERP: positions, hired Catharine MacKinnon to work on 

its implementation. As it turned out the major s u p ~ r t e r s  of the ordinance in Indianapolis were all 

members of the Right wing, "Ch,?stian fundarnentallsts. Eagle Forum members. the Moral Majority ...".I9 

The ordinance was passed in the city ; twenty-five Republicans voted in favour &d five Democrats voted 



against. It w& soon taken to cuurt, howevrn1by a ccditim sf artists, authors and booksellers in the area 

and deemed unconstitutional. In the meantime, it appeared as though MacKinnon and anti-pomography 

faiinim had found some strange bexifellows in the members of the radial right 

Various versions of the ordinance were introduced in W a  Lm Angels a u n t y  and 

Cambridge, Massachusetts during 1984 and 1985. lnte'nsive anti-pomography lobbying for the ordinance 

had given birth to an opposition group within the wqen's movement: Feminists Against Censorship 

Taskforce. Chapters of FACT were established ,everywhere the ordinance was introduced. FACT 
1, 

, '  
5. 

succeeded in their efforts to prevent the ordinance fIom being adopted, but, at the same time, debate 

within the wcnnen's movement about the ordinance grew more intense and more vitriolic. 

Anti-censorship and +ti-pornography feminists remained heavily stalemated over its use. In Febmhy of 

1986. however, the United States Supreme Court upheld the origmd ruling that the ordinance was' 

unconstitutional because it violated the right to speech, laying to rest at least tempgrarily, feminist 

debate aboit the ordinance itself. 

The devebpment of the Minneapolis ordinance had repercussioils for feminist activist$ k 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. b ancouver endorsed amendments to the provincial and federal Human . 

Rights Codes to include pornography as a form of -sex discrimination In this way,, they argued, worn& 

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 whether or not to pursue the case. 

Anti-pornography feminists felt that by endorsing this type of action the g a l s  of the ~imeapol is  

ordinance muld be reached Women would be empowered to take action against p o m G p h y  without 

the intervention of police, Crown attorneys, and government officials.40 

Another legal approach w pornography supparted by Chadian anti-pornography activists took the 

form of ad amenhment to Semon 281.2 of the Criminal W e  concerning Hate Literamre. Feminists 



& 

suggested t&t sex and gender be included under ihe list of 'identifiable groups' against which it is illegal 

to circulate literamre promoting hatred Pornography would then be defued as Hate fiterature against 
3 ,  

women. Feminists suggested that this section of the Criminal Code, rather thm Section 159 mncerning 

obscenity, be the focus of any Crown prosecution of pornography. These suggestion$ were endorsed by 

anti-pornography feminist groups across the cqyntry and appeared consistently in briefs submitted to the _ - -- 
F w r  Committee. 

The pmposed adap&tions of the Minneapolis ordinance frightened those feminists who did not i 

trust the state, those women who had been witness to the actions of the Ontario Censor Board. Increased 
I 

r$ r 

2 f .  amounts ~f legislation in the form of more systems of prior restraint and stiffer obscenity laws seemed to 

, ' increase harassment for 'gay, feminist and other alternative cornrnunides. As a result of the proposed 

adaptations qf the Minneapolis ordinance, these women argued against further state involvement in the 

areas of sexual exppssion and sexually explicit representation. 
-, 

- 
, The Sympasiwn on Media Vzdence and Patnography 

Z - 
-< 

'.. Ln February of 1984, a symposium on media violence and pornography was held in Toronto. The 

conference was organized by David Scott, and sponsored by the Action Group on Media Pornography, the 

Canadian W t i o n  Against Violent Entertainment, and the National W i t i o n  on TV Violence. Th? 

conference organizers had invited a number of experts on the impact of pornography, as well as legp.1 

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 Zillrnan, andCrown prosecutor Peter de 

Julio. Dr. Everet Koop, Surgeon General of the United States, was the keynote speaker. Andrea 

Dworkin, Catharine MaciCinnon and researcher Pauline Bart were the only fenale speakers at the 

conference. The majority of the mnference speakers were American. At the beginning of the conference, 

Scott admonished the pmicipants not to raise "potentially divisive issues such as homosexuality and 

a b n i ~ n " . ~ ~  



Several feminist and gay groups had decided to boycott the conference beforehand, objecting to the 

right-wing, momlistic tendencies of m h y  of the speakers, and the failure to include in a substantial way 

feminist inter& in the issue, both pro and anti-cens~rship. Those boycotting handed out pamphlets at 
' 

the beginning of the amfeqyce explaining their objections. Half way through the conference however, 
ir b'lr 1, 

feminists in attendance aealized _that their presence there was a token gesture. Reco@zing that "the 

conference agenda lookg of sex stereo&esn. 41 the femiaist, lead by Dworkin and ' 

/ 
MacKinnon, decid to take action. During Koop's keynote address women marched down the aisles of / . . 

a banner that stated-'Women's bodies. Women's lives, We decide'. MacKinnon 

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

,audience stating: "If you love male supremacy and you abhor pornography then you don'x abhor 

pornography enough to do anythmg about The remaining female speaker Pauline Bart refused 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 demonstxation 'the remaining speakers exhorted the women not to revert to violence in 

their actions but to try alternative methods instead, like starvation protests.44 David Scott said that he had 

asked the women he had invited to speak to 'leave at home'. &ny members of the audience 

walked out during the femiqists' protest including the chairperson of the Ontario Censor Board4' 

The Symposium on Media Violence and Pornography elicited varied responses from the feminist 

community in Toronto. For the women who had been engaged in fighting the Ontario Censor Board and 

who had parhdpated in the original boycott of the conference the feminist demonstration during the 

proceedmgs had come too late to avoid the "larger dyna&c of feminist cooptation (which was) now in full 

swing in the political culture as a whole".46 Ln Toronto at this time many articles appeared in alternative 

magazines zuch as The Begr 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 ordihance, as well as to the way in 

which anti-pornography feminists in Canada were advocating the use of legal mechanisms to deal with 

39 
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pornography wi'thout also specifying the potential dangers to the movement should the actions 

be taken. Many feminist theorists were also developing critiques of the analysis of patriarchy that 
- -- . 

accompanied the radical feminist stance and objected to the fact that there appeared to be no ongoing 

debate about these issues. They also objected to the fact that the public face of feminism was incrwngly 
- 

being associated with the anti-pornography movement: "Chances are when a women goes to look for the 

feminism she's heard about, that's d e d  her. she is particularly likely to encounter the anti-pornography 

movement in some form or a n ~ t h e r ~ . ' ~  

Feminists Against C e w s h i p  

Although debate about these issues had been ongoing in the United States for a few years previous to this 

time, in Canada no organized opposition to anti-pornography feminism had yet been formed. Many 

feminists working in the arts, as well as in left organizations had been objecting for some time to what 

they called the censorship actions of anti-pornography workers in various publiqations and at public 

events around the counhj~. It may be contended that the Symposium on Media Violence served as a 

catdyst for the organization of a defdte  opposition to anti-porn activities in the form of Feminists 

Against Censorship. Toronto arts critic and film teacher Varda Surstyn, along with several feminist artists 

and activists, organized meetings and spoke at conferences. At these meetings they attempted to point out 

the dangers of censorship and state involvement in feminist pursuits and to present alternative actions thai 
4 

could be taken against pornography. The debate between anti-pornography activists and Feminists 

Against Censorship eventually proved to concern more than just the issie of censorship. This will be 
- 

7 

explored in the following chapter. 

Th~Peria i ica l  Review B w d  

In June 1984 . during the Fraser Committee Hearings in Vancouver, it became apparent that Jimmy 

- Pattison, a wealthy businessman who had recently been appointed chairperson of Expo '86, was the -/ owner 
a - 

Of Mainlflnd 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 

40 



make reports otl the suitability of the magazines for disttibution. Vancouver's Mayor Michael ~arcouh  

approved the plan and a meeting was held between the distributors, church groups and women's groups to 

determine the nature of whqt was subsequently called the Periodical Review Board 

/ 

The Peiiodical Review Board consists of three members from the community appointed by 
- - 

I community groups. The Board is responsible to a community based steering committee and is paid from 3 

trust fund set up by the distributors but administered by the steering cornnittee. The W d ' s  duties 1 

iwolve reviewing all the mapines that h te r  the province under the title of 'Adult Sophistcat'.. The . 
- 

migarins are reviewed for violations o5pdmbnity standards and violations of Section 159.0~ the 
/ 

Criminal Code. The board meets weekly to compare notes. If two out of the three members agree @at a -. 
page or number of pages in a magazine meets the violation criteria, then it is noted down in the board's 

repOR The f d  report of the board Mhg all of its findings is sent to the Attorney General's Office and 

to Mainland Magaule. Mainland then sends copies to other distributors around the province. Canada , - 
I 

Customs and the vice squad are also smt copies, as are concerned citizens groups throughout the provinck. 

Once the distributors have a copy of the report it is up to them to decide whether or not to follow the 
1 

board's suggestions. Community groups who have copies of the r6pm.s can monitor the distributors'/ 

actions, as can the vice squad, and if ihe distributors have not heeded the board's recommeqdations they 

may be subject to prosecution by the Crown, 

4 

The Periodical Review Board works in a much more indirect way than, for exampls,-.tlje British 
1 

Columbia Film Classification Baard They have succeeded, however, in bringing about a form of 

self-regulation for some of the magazine distributors in the province, as well as successfuily bringing 

errant distributors to court on obscenity charges. Jillian Ridington. who is still chairperson of the board 

believes that "the amount of really violent pornography that's out on the stands in magazine fonn has 

decreased quite considerably throughout the province" ." 

Anti-pornography activists and anti--ce~soxsbp feminists alike objected to the estabiishment of the . 
Periodical Review Board. WAVAW, Rape Relief and the Vancouver Status of Women were concerned 



that the board might be a political tool for Jimmy Pattison, as well as a way of enabhg the Attorney 

General to avoid reponsibiltiy for the pmsecutioqof pornography under Section 159. 

L A&-pornography women felt thdt f t participation on the Board would be misconstrued as t a t  
"\ 

approval by feminists of m"ost pornographic material. It w d  felt that the Pedodical RevlJew Board 

functioned "entirely in the interests of pr~fit"'~. and that the porpographers w~uld agree u, the removal of li 
the most blata~tl~violentmaterial because it was "a small &crifice ... in order to appear concerned and to 

silence the pornography debate."50 Anti-censorship women felt that the Ehrd  was simply a political 

gesture, designed to assuage guilty liberal consciences with the guise of feminist approval. Ultimately it 

was felt wt the Board would serve little purpose. 

Redwarnen 

Meanwhile, the aaendancy of the right was confirmed in Canada with the landslide elecuon of Bnan 

Mulroney and the Progressive Conservative Party in the fall of 1984. Women's organization's, on both 
> 

the national and provincial level,. were concerned about the imminent budget curs. There was growing 

concern as well about the new government's commitment to feminist organizations and its apparent 

susceptibility to a newly formed women's coalition entitled "Realwornen; realistic, equal. and active for 

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

Realwomen state that their needs are not being a &&sed or validated by the existing women's 4 
movement Their organization espouses basic Christian beliefs and sees secular humanism to be the 

enemy of society. They support the criminalization of prostitution, increased family allowance, 

homemakers benefits and government funded parenting courses. They are opposed to choice on abortion. 

to homosexuality, affirmative action, universal daycare, no-fault divorce and equal pay for work of equal 
' "a 

value. They offer no  in depth critique of &archy, but rather wish to validate and gain endorsement for 
A 

more traditional conditions of womanhood. Realwomen claims. to have 'a membership of 20.000 women 

across Canada Although Realwomen has applied for federal funding, it has been turned down by the 

Skcretary 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 
# .  



increase their membership aaoss the country. Realwoken are opposed to all feminists and form a part of 

the mong rigbt-wing lobby in Omwa for stricter obscenity laws. They appear to have found supeort for 

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

The spring of 1985-was a very active time for feminists as Section 15 of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms came into effeq but it wis espeaally hectic for those women working around the issues of 

pornography and censorship. At this time Brian Mulroney and his government tab1.d an amendment to 

the customs Tariff ~ n -  The amendment was a clarification of the guidelines by which customs officials 

were meant to judge pornographic ma'terials entering the country. The amendmenis were the result of a 
B 

federal Court of Appd ruling stating that the old guidelines were vague and out-dated, based on notions 

of indecency and immorality. The new guidelines were very specific and appeared to comply,with what 

had then come to be recognized as feminist definitions of pornography. The amendment forbade the 

iwrtat ion of material that 'dehumanizes and degrades', that advoca@ the genocide of an 'identifuble 
i 

group', portrays children m a m a d a m t e x t .  or sexually explicit violence. FemQist reaction to the 
i 

amendment was skeptical. Jillian RidfPgton of the ~eriock.a.1 Review Board stated that if the act was 

camed 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 announced plans to bring 
e * 

about new legislation which would require that all videotapes coming into the province would have to be b 

- c  

screened and classified before dismbution by the Film ~lassifi&tion Board The proposed Bill 30 would 
- ,: 

also allow the Attorney General to acquire funds from general provincial revenues to support public 

education about pornography. Anti-pornography feminists were blessed with the proposed legislation 

scheduled for tabling in the fall of 1986. Anti-censoship feminists and other activists, however, strongly 

opposed the propods and formed an opposition group. The Coalition for the Right to View, to fight the 

bill. This axlition objected to what they saw to be censorship of an individual's chojce of,private 

entertainment. as well as to the lack of regard for the necessity of artistic freedom of expression. There - 



was no exemption made for artists and educators in Bill 30. 

Women Against Censuship - 

Within the feminist movement at this time anti-pornography feminists and anti-cc~~sorship feminists 
C 

continued to debate each other and struggle for more support for their 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 bad been cut and banned by the Ontario Film Board and work that artists 

had refused to send to tfie board were shown in their 0ripa.l forms at many different venues around the 

city. The idea was to proviie an opportunity for the gublk to see what the Film Board felt they should - 

not see. T h k  acts of civil disobedience occuned at such an alarming rate that police had trouble 

intervening and, in effect allowed the event to proceed uninterruptedJ1 

But anti-n=ihip forces were not limiting themselves to street aaons  alone. Early in 1985 an - 2 

anthology entitled Women Aminst censors hi^, edited by activist Varda Burstyn. was published. In hr 

volume several feminist critics and activists presented a variety of aitiques of the anti-pornography 
s 

analysis They presented alternative ways of conceptualizing pornogpph y. female sexuality, and C e  b e .  
a 

Several of the articles spoke of the limitations and dangers of the h4inne&lis ordinance, others explored . 
the recent histary of prior censorship in Ontario, and others concentrated on providing-criticisms of the 

- 
rise and proliferation of the anti-pornography movement in the United States. The book added to 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 group In * a  

Victoria, accepted many of its suggestions. " - 
% 

The Fraser Committee Reparts 

In June 1985 the Fraser Committee released its report on',~rnography and prostitution to the public. Ir 

appeared that many of the feminist saggestions had been taken to 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 feminist According to the committee T 
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' p x q p p h y  were also inclwkd rn Ibc a m m i ~ ' s  suggcstjcsk I t  was r&endcd that elristjng .. - 
I Human iligtm -urn tx applid lo pmognphy. tixat &e pmi+iity of creating iwtian rn 
I 



mtmkrs of troth the anti-pornognrphy campaigns and anti-Mip groups were not p l d  by tbe 

canmim'r rcpar ~ n t i - p ~ m o & ~ ~ h y  feminists uiticized the npon for its artcmpt to 'provide 

saxthing for ewryone"." They felt that the commiW's refW to define pornography 'once and for ail', 
* 

and its inability to accept pornography as a causal factor in vldence against women severely limiled its use 

to women: 
e 

in defrning these two kinds of harms the Frascr Committte has accepted that there are 
 ma^^ which are all right for 'private amsumption'. This can be interpreted either as a 
o&ertion that misogyny ir at at home (the Liberal view) or that explid! sexuality belongs 
behind closed doors (the conservative view). Neither interpretition serves womend9 

Anti-rship feminiss'criticizd the entire prcxxss of the statemandated committee of inquiry. nesc 

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

in the context of the cornminee.. Fwninisrs were viewed in the repon as k i n g  "just another competing 

interest group in a tdem&atic plawdistic society". and as a result could only have their concerns 
I?. 

addressed m a superfiaal manner. Anu-axsorship femirusa also pointed out that the Fraser mmmlttrr * 

repon rep~cymted a "further bsguise of the mopl hasc of the law "." 

Anti-pornography ahd anu-ccns6rship feminists ~ m n  had rheir attention f m w d  on an importan! evcnr 

orithrn the movement, one w h c b  appears to have greatly intensified the debate between thew rwo amps .  

In September cf 1985 Varda Burstyn, spokesped for Feminists Against Censorship.'pave an interview in * '  
. , 

Fomq rnagaune. Jkums published bj the same 'pi~ishers as Pcnaow, caten to an upwardly rnebilc. 

l i b e n t e d ' , ~ o d e m  man and woman. 1t fearwa wriuen pornography and more rcriouhmlumns mostly 
I 

pemning to current politid and soQal issues. Burstyn's intermew dealt wim the ongoing debate with$'' 

ima& of women as well as e x p h t i o n s  for her anti-ansorshrp stance. Burstyn also submitted an 

article to Broa&p& a Toronto feminist newspaper, cxphuing her rtasons for her appcamce in Forum ; 
- 

to render nansparent the sexist biases of F o m  and to reach a more mainstlearn audience with a fermnist 
P 

mtssage." The following month &yj&&g published a vimalic response to Burstyn's position by 
' e 

Amtrican anti-panmpphy activist Catharine MacKinnon. M a c k m n  a&d Burstyn of collaborating 



with pornographers, of bang 'unsister1y'. and of pdtical ~ompliaty. 

I 

En tbe fdlowing months debate about the paliticai amaq~es of Bumyn's appearance in Fcnum 

and MacKinnoD's sukxquent berating of her raged in ?he 'ht tc~~'  W o n  of . It appeared that 

!he feminist ccmmunity was genuinely divided. More to the poiat, however. it appeared that many 

feminists were deeply disturbed by the aaimonious m e  of the exchanges between anti-pornography and 

anti-cefmm-REii-d were equally cihwbed about the impact of the debate on the movement 

The disunity within the movement kqd reached a peak and the srmggle around porncgmphy and sexual 

representation had become largely unproduhive. '' 
' 3  

The S e d r y  Debate 

Ln the fall of 1985 and in 1986 the focus*of the debate seemed to shift somewhat, following the pattern of 

the discussions within American feminism, to a concern a b u t  the nature of female sexuality. Although 

the issue of sexual practice and its subsequent questions about morabty and ethics had been on the fringes 

of the Canadtan feminist debate since the early 1980s. it had recently come into stronger focus as a result 

of the intensive analysis of pornography and sexual representation It seemed that these issues could no 

longer k avoided by women A m s  the munny several conferences about sexuali and sexual X 
representation were held" Discussions arose around the question of sexual practice. Radical feminists 

and anti-pornography activists claimed that some forms of sexual expression, specifically sad~masochism 

and roltplaymg were replications of pauiarclial power dynamics and were blind to women's position of 

oppression within that dynamic The alternative paxiti& knawn as 'pro-sex' was put forward by lesbian 

feminists who were involved in butch/femme~relationships, or engaged in s/m practices. They women 

believed a n y  attempt by women to explore sexual expressio~ and to break the codes of male defined 

sexuality to be inherently subversive and radical. They 63so claimed that anti-pornography feminists were 

attempting to limit women's freedom by prescribing politically c o w  sex. I 

These divisions &d the natllre of female sexuality reveaied, 

pornography and amonhip,  very fundamental. differences within - 



and goals of the movement At the time of writing no resolutions had been reached although calls for 

anempts to move beyond the polarizations were becoming more frequeri? in the feminist press. 

The C d i e  Legishon 

Meanwhile, then Justice Minister John Cmbie innoduced new obscenity legislation to Parliament in the 

spring Gf 1%6: In th"e bill obscenity was defined as "any visual material showing vaginal, anal or oral 
0 

intercourse, ejaculation, sexually violent behaviour, bestiality. incest, necrophilia, masturbation or other 

sexllal activity". The legislation raised the ire of anti-pornography and anti-~ensorship feminists alike. It 
G 

was clear that Crosbie had bowed to the right-wing lobby in Ottawa, rather than acting on the Fraser 
ti 

committee's *. recmnmendations or listening to the feminist lobby groups. Anti-censorship feminists felt 

their predictions had been realized: the state simply could not be h usted to a& on women's interests. 

Anti-pornography feminists felt the legislation was a slap in the face to the &&'s movement and 
.r 

wmen  in general. Both groups prepared to unite to fight the proposed bill. m v r o v e d  unnecessary. 

however, as Crosbie was 'shuffles out of his post as Justice Minister shortly after the introduction of the '- . 

legislation Feminiss are now waiting for Justice Minister Ray Hnatysjyn to present a new, revised, 

obscenity bill. 

S a e  lad words 

It is hoped that this brief history of the issue of pornography has c l b l y  revealed the evolution of the 

distinctive posidons. ahti-pornography and anti-censorship; within the movemenL l i  is also &ed that 

this chapter has provided a context within which the debate might be situated. explored, and better 
w 

undemood 

1n t he  next chapter 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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ARGUMENTS 

Introduction 

. - 
' 

In this chapter I will explore the positions that have emerged in the feminist debate about po1nography in i 

Canada I have chosen to classify.the positions in the debzte into two major groupings and v o  

s~b-~rou~id$s.  The reasons for this decision must be made clear. however, beforeran exploration of the , 

positions can be undertaken. 

The anti-pornography campaign and its accompanying analyses of patriarchy came to the 

foreground of the feminist agenda in the late 1970s. As the campaign developed it gained widespread - - 
support among members of the feminist cwununity; it was generally assumed that pornography and 

, 
sexual violence were phenomena to which all feminists were opposed. The anti-censorship position r& 

out of the experiences of someFfeminists with the Ontario Censor Board and developed in direct relation .-. 
and opposition to the anti-pornography movement These groups, anti-pornography and anti-censorship, 

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

and hilineation o; these two groups was apparent in'the feminist literature on pornography of the time. 

As the debate about pornography and censorship developed in the early 1980s it became 

increasingly clear that the analyses that accompanied each &ition were being associated kith twb other 

distinct positions within feminism; positions whose members had been debating each other since 'the 
f 

be&mmngdXe women's movement: radical feminism and socialist feminism. This association of the 

anti-pornography and anti-censorship positions with radical and socialist ferninisms was also evident iri 

the leadership of the two postions. The most prominent spokespeople for the anti-pornography 
i 

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

well known socialist feminist theorists, artists and activists. ' t i 
i 



This linkage of the anti-pornography position with radical feminism and the anti-censorship 
r I' 

position with socialist feminism has made it difficult to clearly chs@ each position and to make 

generalirntim about the anti-pcmography and anti-censoap arguments. For the sake of darity. id this 

chapter 'anti-pomography' and 'anti- labels will be used when I am disEussin$ each position's 

argument about pornography itself. When I am discussing their underlying assumptions, however, I am ___. 
ref- to radical and socialist feminist ideas and will use those labels. In the last section of the chapter 

entitled 'Auxiliary Positions' I will discuss two smaller subsets of the anti-pornography and -- 

anti-censorsbip positions: liberal feminist and 'pro-sex'. Liberal feminists have generally been associated 

with the anti-pomography movement and ' p r ~ x '  with anti-censorship feminists. 
A. 

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 circumstances. Many feminists, myself included, have felt excluded by the debate, unable to 
2- 

effectively present alternative positions or combinations of positions. In fact, it is one of the goals of this 
e 

thesis to assess possible reasons for this feeling of exclusion. There are certainly liberal anti-censorship 

feminists, W s t  feminists opposed to pornography and open to forms of legislative regulation, and 

radical feminists who are opposed to both pornography and &nsorshiP. The simple fact remains. 

however, that the majority of the debate has taken place between radial anti-pornography feminists and 

sodalist a n t i - x ~ ~ ~ ~ r s h i p  feminists. 

* 
In this chapter these two positions will be explored in detail. In each section I will !wk at how 

pornog&phy is being defined, what its harm is seen to be, what its funcfipn is, what kinds of proposals q e  
. 

made to deal with pornography, and how hose proposals are meant to be impleinented Through this 

expxitory exercise each position's uncierlying assumptions about the nature of power, the role of the itate 

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, 'pmsex' and liberal, that have emerged through the 
t 

debate. 



This section is based upon a thorqugh literature review of journal articles, and articles from the 

feminist press over the past three years in Canada. Also. major tern dealing Xth the issue published 

both in Canada and the United States are drawn upon. It is necessary to point out that altho;gh this 

thesis is primarily concerned with the debate as it has occurred in Canada, the impact of American 

feminist thinkers, especially in the anti-pornography current, has been great, and therefore. some of their 

work is used. 

The Anti-~ornoara~hv Argument - 3% 

What is pnography? 

Anti-pornography feminists are consistent in their ueatment of pornography as "fundamentally a political 

problem arising out of the relations between men and women in a paniarchyn.l These feminists situate . 
pornography on a continuum with other forms of sexual violence against women ranging from sexual 

huassxnent 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 ~ontrol".~ 
MI 

Anti-pornography women define pornography as all material, written and visual, which eroticizes 

violence and domjmtion by linking them with explicit sex. Pornography is also defined as an industj, . 

supported and encouraged by patriarchal structures: "It's the quintessential expression of capithlism, it's 

the buying and selling of human beings".' 
, 

Pornography is also defined by anti-pornography activists as a practice in which women are 

systematidly dominated by men through sex. Canadian feminist Susan Cole aoes not see pornography 

as &ply an image or representation. but as "the practic of presenting, rrafficking anb consuming  sexual^ P 
subordination for sexual pleasure".' For anti-pornography women then, pornography must be 

conceptualized as a dynamic process that includes all ,the social relations involved in 

dissemination and consumption of violenC sexually explicit imagery and written mate 



How &m p n q r a p h y  mion? 

A&pornography feminists see pornography's function to be the maintenance of the patriarchal status 
I' *- 

quo. It is seen to function as a form of education, teaching men and women what their roles are in a 

patriarchal society. Anti-pornography women feel that "the lesson taught in all 'hardcore' pomography is 

that men's pleasure comes From inflicting pain and women's from feeling it".6 Pomograpfiy is the practice 
6 - 

of "convincing men that women like rape; of conditioning the amsumer to to sex with aggression, 

conditioning them through sexual arousal so that they learn it in their bodiq".' 

Pornogqphy is also seen to prbvide the justification for male domination of women. It is perceived 
- 

as a patriarchal institution which makes the use of coercion towards women acceptable. It does this 

through "the control of (women's) sexuality by violence or the constapt threat of violence at the hands of 

men".' Women are consistently victimized by pornography and are, thereby, kept in their places. 

~ n t i - p o m o g a ~ h ~  feminists see all  women as victims or potential victims of pornography whether th'ky 

appearmrnography, have pornography forced upon them in their homes or in the street, or are 
f 

assdted as a result of pornography; there is no distinction made between them. Women's participation 

in the making of pornography is coerced; it is " merely a particularly graphic example of women's role as 
i r"p the primary agents of a socialization process which perpetuates their own sub~rdination".~ Pornography 

increases the risk involved in being a woman. 

Feminists attempted to make distinctions between erotica and pornogaphy at the beginning of the 
'r - 

fight against pornography. Gloria Steinem, in her arttcle "Pornography: A Clear and Present Danger", 

published in 1978, defmed erotica as "a mutually pleasurable, sexual expression between people who have 

enough F e r  to be there by choice". Jillian Ridington and Barb Findlay defined it as showing or 

desaibing "sexual activity which is loving, non-coercive and joyous"10. These definitions of erotica were 

opposed to the etymological definition of pornography. "writing about whores", in which the 

subordination of women is implicit Anti-pornography fernhim' critiques and analyses of patriarchal 

imagery and sexual violence soon intensified As a result of this, the dphasis of the movement shifted to 

the determination of strategies to eradicate pornography, efforts to maintain this distinction were dropped. 



The function of pornography has been the subject of mu& anti-pornography 
/ a;+ 

* 

feminist theory. 

American radical feminist theorb Andrea Dworkin and Susan Griffin, in their analyses and articles. 
-x A 

attempt to explore pornography's function and the r p n s  for its pervasive popularity. Canadian feminist 

theorist and philosopher Ge~aldine Finn combines and integrates their ideas h an unique anhlysis of the 

role of pornography in the oppression of women Finn. in fact, draws from me work of Michel Foucault 

and Jean Baudrillard as well as that of feminist critics in her contention &at contemporary notions o f .  
i 

masculinity are constructed in and by pornography. The women in pornography are man-made -l 

- 
abstractions that function to reaffirm the male sense of domination and ownership. Pornography 

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

own creation: 
* 

rC 

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- his sexualityymd the 

- experience of sexual superiority and control which his penis is supposed to confer upon him 
'qtu~ally'. l 2  

Men speak to each other through pornography about their position as men: "It (pornograph y) ... establishes 

the spectator>ubject o&mmography, in the community of men, by atlowing him to participate in the 

exchange of women".l3%n asserts that pornography is, therefore. about rnale power, and ha: male 

viewers of pornography are excited, not by the notion of 'real' woman, but by "the cultural order made 

manifest..the power of patriarchy, men's will inscribed women's ~diesW.l4 

Finn describes the kind of masculinity created by pornography as "the traditional subject, Man". lJ 

as rational, autonomous' and detached The rnale 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 control the 
. 

world around him. Finn also contends that "the flesh and blood and guts he (the pornographer) 

objectifies..are his own flesh and bl& and guts; denied, objectified, projected onto Other. onto Nature. 

woman, the Enemy, but never by that means exorcised".16 Men can never find satisfaction in 

pornography. It perpetuates an ideal masculine srate that can never be obtained because it denies the 



reality of the engaged male body. vulnerable and emotion. The unattainability of this ideal 
.I 

only "incraes the pornographer's isolation, 

Ascording to Finn, men try to embody the ideal state bf the masculine objectifier and, thereby. 
'1 

perpetuate violence in the world: "For you can only objectify the living by taking away its life."" As a 
- 
result of this process. pornography is filled with violence; Finn claims, "the desire to kill women is 

virplally built into men's Women are left identity-less, with no sense of individual autonomy. 

They are taught to exist for men and w themselves as "the object knows nature, &tter as female".20 

Hence the fe&t objection to objectification; made over in the male image of female desire for the 

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

by actual physical violence. 

I 

What are the eficts of pnography? 1 
- Anti-pornography feminists concentrate heavily on the harm to women and children caused by 

/ 

pornography. They draw a direct causal link ktween pornography and sexual violence against women. -, i 
Many base their arguments on social scientific studies that link pornography to increased aggression levels 

in viewers. and to a shift in negative attitudes about rape."'~nti-pornography activists also contend that , J 
/ 

in their direct experience with battered women they have found that pornography frequently enters these/ 

women's descriptions of battering.12 

Most anti-pornography feminists feel that pornography does affect male behaviour toward wqmen 

and causes violence against women, if only by contrjbuting to the maintenance of misogynist attitudes in 

society. It is also seen to work by desensitizing men and women to violent images. thereby leading to an 

escalation of the intensity and explicimess of sex and vj+oience in pornography and tb/e mainstream me& 

Pornography is often characterized as affecting the ublic consciousnm in the same way advertising does. b 
by inviting imitation: "...like the cigarette aqd beer ids, ir promises pleasure and success."" 

z 

d , . 
These mnceplions of the harm cawed by pornography are summarized by & Dworkin: 

"~mography and its relationship to actual violence against womea.is analogous to the way antisemitic 
1 



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-pornography feminists develop strategies for 

. dealing with the issue. 

What should be done &act pwnogtaphy? 

At the beginning of the movement against pornography many Canadian feminists objected to p o r n w h y  , 

burdid not advacate any form of censorship; strategies such as picketing. boycotts and stTeet actions were 

encouraged However, as the radical feminist analysis developed, it became increasingly difficult for 
- 

feminists to see the pervasive misogynist images go unchecked and undiluted and several prqmsds for 

legal remedies were developed 

Anti-pornography 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 I d  

not object to pornography bemuse it was sexually explicit or because it offended a sense of public 
/I i 

decency. Nor did they view i t  as many liberals did, as being an open expre$on of sexuality and 

therefore protected under freedom of expression. In facf refutation of the freedom of exprmion , 
argument was the subject of many anti-pornography feminists' work in the early part of the 

f -  Feminists such as Debra Lewis and Susan Cole made the point that: 

, , The po,mographer tells his customer that women have no right to speak, only the right ts get 
fucked, and so the pornographer works tb deny us the freedom of speech ... as long as there is i 

a. ' 
no real equa1i.Q. freedom of speech is useful only to those who already have power." 

For these feminists parnography silenced women by terrifying them and denying them a sense of their 
' 0  

' own sexual autonomy; freedom of speech for women simply,does not exist in a patriarchal society. 
P 1 

'' Andrea.Dworkin stated simply: " I am being asked to protect rights that I am being denied simultaneously - 7 
, .. 

because 1 am a woman " . 2 6  Anti-pornography feminists were asking; whose speech is more valuable and 
+ 

3eserves more protection, that of a few pornographers or half of the human population? 

F 



fc@nW gazd fern@= mkq actively on the rape issue. had developed ext#lsivc critiques of the 
L 

. a s  

. e m  legal mqmre as it.ap&d k womca and advocated the ref04 of all laws that discriminated 
I ( 

What has btannt tncrcasingly obvious i% that Oot d y  does the law actively discrimha& 
against women in artain*ams and omit to Wt us equality in athns, but that even those 
laws which purpontd to'affmd m e n  m e  came of protbction were, in fact, d y  
justifications of the status quo and protected interests of men and not of wsmeaV 

the dcfinitims of pornography developed by Ca e Mac- and Andrea Dworkin in the 
' I  

st& gruups as tfit  ati id ~ u i m  ~ommittte on th status of Women I 
4 Uinncaphs orcfinance in h e  United Statts. Sugg tim ranged from adoption of the ordinance's 

The kgaj remedies espoused by anti-pornogn.phy 
S" 

definition of pomognphy as a fmm of sex dipnrm&don and its inclraim in the provindrl and federal 

activists in Canada were heavily influenced by 

Human Rights Wes, to the inclusion of sex and g der into the list of charactewcs of 'identifmble 

groups* iri the Hate iiterame yh~on of the Cnm#al Cole M m y  women recommended tbat the term 

'obumrrys bC rcplaad by 'pornography' in the ~l/rmaal Code and that a ~ ~ l e t e  revision of the existing + definitions and subsequent punishments-be unde en. Anti-prnqpaphy feminists 'also lobbied 

extensively for a standardizing of pnx;edures for blwking pornographic material from 

entenng the wuntrj, as well as a concerning abusive materials and sex-role 

stereotyping in the Bmdcasung Act for e TC. in the Canadian Film Development Corporation. $e 4 4 
h p a d e n t  of Communicahon and the da Coundl. Feminists horn a m  @e muntry and + 
espmallb in Ontario and British ~du mbd~rrsen ted  proposals for rsrmenuing of the provincial systems 

of prior #stmint such as the B.C. Film Classification Mard They also suggested that Federal and ." 
prbwa/l governments remove all pornography from government properties Anti-por~iography activists 



.. 
A 

7 ,  

~~ m hrppon meet a&xz; sex education and public awareness programs as well as their 

adaptations 'cxosarship', m m  anri-porwgpaphy feminists feel they are avoiding amorship by their 

pmpaed dccnrativts. They men& as we4 that any achievements that might be made to immediately 

'2 -. 
iacrtase wumn's safety and limit the threat of pornography far outweigh any potential danger to women 

From cens~rrhip. As the Working Gmup on Sexual Vidence makes dear: 

It may be Iess,overwhehbg to turn the focus of the work inward, convincing ourselves in 
the p m q s  that the pgwcr stmare,is simply roo male...to be actively struggled against 

1 &It to 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 i t I 9  

,?, 

Since pornography denies wamm basic avil rights and "it is such a d e d  thar human rights leeisIation 

was designed to address and remedy, it is therefore appropriate that (human rights legislacion) be made 

available to women".'0 hti-prnography feminists act out of a desire for the betterment of women's 

situation within pamarcfiy, as well as a dcSire for the radical transformation of society: I' 

,.there's no question tbrt.t,the majority of Canad.t.ans 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 1s why 1 like 
the idea of a civil remedy-where people who are better situated to know the harm that's 
being done by the practice on taki some legal redress and money too." 

I 

What is the h e  of power anii the rde df fhe aae? - - 
Far anti-pornography radtml feminists power is male, violent, aggressive and sexual. I t  is in the hands of 

men. is deployed by men, cons~tureci by meq, papruated by men and singularly defined by men. Pawer 

is the domination of women by men and the submis$on of women to men: "The rnan/women difference 

and the dominance7submission dynamic define each otherW.'l Male power is constituted in ail elements of 

patriarchy, all poliucal and economc insatuuons. Pornography is seen to have a specific role m the 

prepemation of male bwer,  "a power w h ~ h  extends along the whole desperate continuum of male 

privilege. fmm conjugal rights to pimping from sexual htipsment to raptrnkdern." In patriarchy 



determiad to be the w e n  M e n  of male suprrmrcy. W e n  forms of male podp, hrhich are pqugatcd 

through various icicdogid arms of patniarchy such as pornography. The fust is the p o w p  men have to 

determine their su'bjcctivity. men have 'selves', women do not The d tenet is that men are 

physicali y monger than women. The third is the "capadty ,to termrite, to use self and strength to + . 

- .  inculcate fear. fear @ a wbde dass of perscms ef a whole class of personsw. "Accwdmg to'Dworkh the 
. . 

penis is the symbol of male power. The fourth tenet of malt supremacy is the power of naming, the 

ability to implant me's own values into lmguage. In patriarchal sciety "thought. experienced primarily 

as Language. is permeated by the linguistic and pcrccparal values developed expressly to subordinate 
e- 

womenw." Men maintain their power tbrougb force. The power of owning and p s e s h g  is the fifth 
2 

tenet, the sixth is the pown of money. an a M o n  that expresses masculinity. and the seventh is the 

power of sex. M ~ I  are able to determine what 'sex' is, and what women's role is to be in relation to their 

definition. Accordmg to Dworkin, man: 

exiles (woznan) from every realm of expression outside the strictly male-defmed sexual or 
male-defmed maternal. He forces her to bcame that rhmg that causes erection, then holds 
himself helpless and powerless whm he is amused by her. his fury whm she is not that 
thing, when she is either more or less than that thing is in- and punishing1' 

/' 

Male power exists, through the degradation of women. only to expand and intensify itself. Male p w c r  is 
I 

the major theme of pornography. and pornography is the major propagator of male power. 

Anti-pornography radical feminists do not see the stare as the most important seat of male power, 

although they will amtend that "the liberal state coercively and authoritatively cortstiates the sodal order 

In the interests of men as a gender"." Radical feminists do not have a theory of the state; they have a 

theokof male power. They understand male power as emanating horn aU societal & and fmm 
, 

every kind of social relation: 'There are pockets of power which women encounter everywhere. I do not 

really see a significant diffeqmx between the p i o r  who holds the keys to a federal prison and a man who 



imprisolls his wife in his o ~ m h a m e . " ~ ~  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 

educational system, a false sense in women about themselves and their role in society. Radical feminists 

see male power as fundamentally coercive, aggressive and destructive, and they see it as their task to 

m v e r  this perfect system of domination by studying and revealing the characteristics of the specific 

relations of domination; hence the concentration on pornography. 

,. Radical feminists make the dis@nction between 'power over' and 'power between', or 
ii- 

empowerment Empowemrent is defined as &e ability to perceive one's position of oppressjon, to name 

i~ and to develop strategies for dealing with i t  Any situation in which a woman's experience and 

perspemve is validated is empowering. - For radical feminists the naming of the many  different kinds of 

sexual violence that exist is empowerment: "Articulating our experiences is -a radical act - words such s 

rape, pokogaphy. batrery, incesf racism. poverty. homophobia, and abortion are not polite words in the 

political vocabulary of those who have power".40 W~men's control of language and speech is considered to 

be a political act. and an act of creation, of empowerment The Minneapolis ordinance, which allows 

women thernsel~&to seek a civil remedy for any damages caused by pornography is seen uj be a form of 

empowe&ent %e empowerment of women is understood to be a goal of radical feminism. 

Empowerment does not-imply a dyn&mc of domination and subr&nation between two people but rather. 

implies an individual transformation from oppression to autonomy: 

empowering wome~.has to do with something that's lifting up the damage of sexual abuse 
and creating a dontext in which women understand what has happened to them is something 
that they a n  use. because it has po!itical and d meaning and is important 

- 

Ln an ideal feminist world all relations of power would be eradicated; unity would be maintained 

through a "sense of variety and connectednessmd mntinuify-with other people and the natural world".41 
- . 

Hierarchy, which is considered to be one of the formations of male power of domination and submssion, 

would no longer exist Dualism. a way of seeing considered to be the result of the male compulsion for 



separation From the world and subsequent drive for 'power over', would be replaced by: 

an integrative transformation of life in which reproduction is the human 
possibilities pnsent in the life activity of woman (are generalized to) the social system as a 

d o l e  (raising) for the fm time in human history the possibility of a fully human 
community structured by a society of amnections rather than separation and opposition 43 

- .  . . 

What is the nature of &XllOlity? - 

Radical feminist discourse around sexuality betrays a conviction that sexualiiy and sexual practice within 

patriarchy are the primary spberes of oppression for women: "sexuality is the linchpin of gender 

Male sexuality. which is considered both a form and expression of power, is aggressive. 

violent a e z f m r c i ~ ~ :  

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

Geraldine Finn has argued that male sexuality is constructed through various cultural practices, most 

notably pornography. Pornography reinforces, at the same time as it defmes or sets the parameters for, 

male sexual expression. Pornography "establishes male sexuality..& voyeuristic, fetishistic, and 

Female sexuality within patriarchy is a false sexuality. Women give 'impersonations' of femaleness 

that are maledefined " This false female ty is epitomized in mainstream sexually explicit pictures 

of wofnen; indices of sexual availability an bility coexist with indicators of aggression and 

intimidation. women's bodies are fragmented and decantextualized. ~kmale sexuality is constructed in 

such a way as to reduce women to passive objects or silent comrnoditiks: "the pornographer reduces a 

woman to a mere thing. to an entirely material object without a soul. who can only be loved physi~ally".~' 

False female sexuality is responsive to violence and aggression. Pornography's message'is that "sexual 

violence is pleasurable to men and that women desire or at least expect that violence". 4 9  

Anti-pornography radical feminists contend that pornography and the ideology of paEiiarchy tells lies 

about female sexuality. I 



According to radical feminist theorists, men are inherently fearful of female sexuality and, 

therefore, project their desires and f e w  on& womens0 Men colonize women through the creation of this 
+- 

4 false sexuality and mip women of the opportunity for sekual autonomy and the $muit of pleasure. This 
4 - I 

colonization of female sexuaiity is, in fact the result of b e  struc~ring o f d f o r i m  of sexual expression ss 

the "means of maintaining sexual inequality between tde sexan.)l sexki ty  is "a practice of social 

relations involving the body and pleasure and..those relations are completely constructed in terms .of 
- 
< 

hierarchy or power, objectification a d  violen~e".'~ A.&pornography feminists believe that women can 
1 

never have control over their sexuality becaw the eptire social determination of sexuality is male defined 
8' / 

- and, therefore, violent and coercive. "In baldest re&, sexuality is viol en^ ?violence is sexual...". 'I 

1 

deeply entrenched in patriarchal structures. ~here#ore, "sexuality (is) a social sphere* of male power of 
I 

' which forced'sex is para dig ma ti^".'^ 
I 

I 

'True' female sexualik. within radical fer$ust discourse, remains a question. Some women see 

female sexuality as repressed by the ideology of patriarchy. For these women female sexuality is "an 

Unknown, it is mysterious, it is w ~ e c t e d  with recreation; it is capable of multiple pleasures; it is 
I 

I, something to be both feared and envied".55 P&archy and pornography teach women to repress their m e  

selves; women are more naturally allied with nature, have an inclination toward unification, boding, 
1 _. * 

reciprbcity and intimacy: "'woman' is simply a lost part of the soul".J6 Many radical feminists call for a 

return to eros and love and lid women's sexblity with their reproductive capacities. For other 

anti-pornography radical feminists, however, women's sexuality exists simply as an absence. Women's 

sexuality is fu~damentally and inextricably bound to the system of gender domination and oppression. 

"Women's sexuality is its usens7 by men. There is nothing 'essential' or 'true' for women outside the% 

system of paniarchy, there is only "women's distinctive experience as woman within that sphere that has ! 

B 

been sodally lived as the personal - private, emotional, interiorized. particular, 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: 

, Sexual liberation, therefore, does not consist in the liberation of that sexuality which h p  
been induced in us by the various mechanisms of patriarchal power, but our liberation fIom 

64 



i t  We must refuse the sexual reification of our identity, our pleasures. our : - , 

fmtraticmsJebeIlion, fieedom consists in the rejection of the code: 'the austere monarchy 
of sex'.J9 

For radical feminists, sexual freedom re@@ the elimination of patriarchal p r a c t i d  An ideal 

feminist world would include the valud of love, rcspkt equality, nurturance: creativity a d  wllectivitv; it 

would be a place where. as Susan Cole states "nobody is .ever hurt thou& sex, where sex is pot used as a 

weapon any more to keep women in our place and men on top of us". 60 a place where equality is 

eroticized. . 
C ' 

Anti-censorship feminists define pornwphy as a wmplex and heterogeneous cultural product based in 

a patriarchal and capitahst social context It is "many things: a product made to be sold by a mulrjmillion 

dollar industry. aset Of-ded messages about sex, and male and female roles in this culture: and a 

specific form of sexual and cultural ac t~k ty" .~~  Pornography is seen as a process that includes the means 

and modes of its production. dissemination and amsumption. Pornography derives its meaning from the * 

culture in which it is produced: "it is part and pircel of the qltural industry that has given us sexist 
,' , 

, 

advertising, racist war movies and classist soap operas". '* Many anti-censorship feminists employ the 
r 

term 'pornographic' more generally. rp describe a wide range of cultural products and activities in 

patriarchal capitalist society. 

Anti-censorship activist Varda Burstyn describes the context of pornography, the 
- 

environment in which pornography is produced, consumed, and made meaningful, as being composed of 

three specific and pervasive ideologies. The f&t of these she identifies as the ideology of . 

judaeo-christianity that has historidly considered sex and pleasure to be profane, 'dirty'. and sinful. As a 

result of this i'deology, exuality 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 



, 

language and ideology of industrial capitalism. Eumomic language and concepts of commodity value and 

exchange affect our perqtions of sexuality and human relationships. As well. pornojyapho is a product - . 

of technological capitalism and is dependent up& i t  The prerogatives of. industry shape the pmc&s of 

pornograph5 the profit motive is the main reason for the proliferation and pervasiveness of pornography. 
W h  

The workers who produce pornography ape alienated from their labour and have no dntrol over the ~. 

product The third ideology that determines the mten t  and reception of pornography is mascutinism or 

patriarchy. Bmtyn amtends that, within the context of patriarchy. sexuality is associated with conquesi 

war and aggression Sexuality is q m t e d  from emotion, vulnerability and love. Pornography eroticizes 

this form of patriarchal sexuality and creates a state of anxiety in men and women when they are unable 

to live up to the standards embodied in the images.63 

Pornography is understood to be a variegated genre of sexually explicit rnaterial, comprised of 

c u l ~  products ranging from advertisements to hard-core violent imagery. Burstyn identifies three 

distinct types of pornography: "sexually explicit material that is not sexist; sexually explicit material that + 

is sexist and is characterized throughout all media..'garden variety'. and hate literature material that is full 

of hatred toward ,women".6' In this way Burstyn expands more traditional conceptions of pornography to 
I 

include sexist imagery in the mainsueah media 

How does pwnograph y f k n c t i d  

Pornography's function is to bolster and 

pornography as a kind of sex education; 

L 

perpetuate the societal status quo. Anti-censorship feminists see . 

it is prescriptive, offering ideas to its readers about the nature of - 
sex, standards of sexual attractiveness and acceptable male and female sexual'behavi~~. According to 
, ̂t  

w i n e  anti-censorship feminists this education is not always negative or misogynist. Sexually explicit 
> %  

haterial that does not portray misogynist values can providcvaluable information about pleasure and 

- desire for men and womea6' Pornography, therefore, can have a social impact and function that is 60th 

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

explomtion and representation of non-misogynist sexual  practice^.^' 



Mmgynht pomography, however, also functions as a form of advertising "in that the consumer can - -- - 

buy the product but not the happiness or status @at it promises. This unbqaeable gap between reality 
C 

and fantasy encourages further purd3ases".b7 It helps to create and augment an atmosphere in which 

sexism is perpetuated Pornography's "specific role in this cultural industry is to emticize social ' 

domination and most notably gender dominatiox~"~' Pornography may be seen as an advertisement for 

"male power ... O h e  finished product. which shows men symbolically controlling women during se x... is 

then sold tb men so that they can reassure themselves that they remain in positions of power socially and 

sex~ally".'~ Pornography is seen to be a form of social control. 

According to anti-censorship feminists, pornography works ti- maintain, not only patriarchy, but the 

complex interdependent structure called patriarchal capitalism. Pornography, as a commodity. works by 

playing on the desues and fears of both its male and female amsumers. It prescribes ways of being that 

are viRslally unattainable, and creates, as a result. ways of living in the world that do not challenge the 

dominant order: 

The result is that many h.omenen 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 
amstructions sell billions of dollars worth of cosmetia..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 it70 

What are the eficts ofpotnography? 

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

understand pornography k~ be a representation, a symbolic image which is constructed; not a l i t ey  view 
2- 

> 

of reality. The pornographic image may elicit fantasy from the reader but very rarely dons$hcite direct 
P 

P 

action. Rosalind Coward suggests that pornography, comprised of visual images, has no fixed or intrinsic 

meaning. Instead its meming arises from "how v&ous elements are combined, the way these elements 
\ 

are aniculated as well as their recxption wi@n a specific said context What pomography 
J 

does is to sell "the expectation of a pamcular kind of pleasure in the According to Coward, it is 

necessary to examhe the visual codes that are dominant in sexist images, such as fragmentation and the 

direct look of the model, and to rqderstand their relationship to sexism. 



By situating pornography #thin t h e h g e r  realm imagery and products and mrmsidering . ,  

its constructed symbolic dimension, anti-cemrship feminists -claim pornography "is not the primary cause 
, - 

of the repression of women's auqnomous sexuality and the continued existence of i u l e  domination"." 
.- 

P 
Although pornography does contain many "pernicious messages" these are "not unique ...( t)hey are , 

ideological elements found in many massproduced  product^".'^ Anti-censorship feminists state that 

consideration must be given to the 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.7J 

. "  
Just as W g e s  do not present a literal view of reality, so there is no direct relationship 
between what an image shows and what its viewers act 

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 wilI treat (it) much more like 'information' than they will other types of popular culture".77 

Anti-censorship feminist theorist Eileen Manion asks "(h)ave people's interpretive skills degenerated to 

such a degree that they can no longer distinguish ... literd Irom symbolic meanhi? Or is this a peculiarly 
/' 

male foible in the realm of pom~graphy?"~~ .4n&ensorshiP feminists mntend that in order to understand 

pornography it is fmt necessary to examinetie sexist social amtext in which sexually explicit 
'- 

representations consistently become violent misogynist images. 
T? 

What s h d d  be done abmt pornography? 

Anti-censorship 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 bmplex and extensive; they are based on 

the experiences of feminist and gay artists and activists with the Ontario Censor Board, socialist critiques 

of capitalism and criticisms of the actions of the anti-pomqpphy 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 



Fast simply, these feminists object to oensorship because they feel it will ultimately be used against 
- 

";hntr. They point to the negative experiences many women and men have had with the feminist in 

Ontario Censor Board as examples of how "laws dealing with pornography and censorship are.,dangmws 
8 

for they are totally subject to interpretation by people who are selected by an anti-feminist system"?9 

Anti-censorship feminists contend that a judicial system "whose very structure protects and perpetuates 

the privilege of men as a group will not - cannot fulfill a feminrist mandate in the area of image - 
0 

Censorship laws, no matter how they are worded, will "enshrine the p m t  inequality of the 

sexes in laww by implying that women are weak and need protection from men Zn this case "these same 

'aggressors' are cast in the role of protectors"." These women believe that "censorship will not benefit 
i 

7 
women, but..will certainly benefit police forces and prosecutors who will see their already fat budgets 

swell ., , . 

Varda Bmtyn 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 dominatiorta3 Thelma McCormack claims, as do other anti-censorship 

activists. that "a feminist can be opposed to the censorship of pornography without being a civil 

liberta~ian".'~ Civil libertarians protest censorship because they feel it contdvenes the rights and freedoms 

guaranteed them by the Canadian Constitution. Anti-censorship feminists object to censonhip because 

they see it as equally pernicious and threatening to the status of women as misogynist pornography. 

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 aii~iety".'~ 
,' 

Advocates of censorship are criticized by anti-censorship feminists for being classist in their 
0 

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, while the erotica of the masses is a projection of their lust..To censor 
pornography is 5 penalize the poor doubly; first by withholding their entertainment from 
them and second, by stigrnatiziag them for not having refined tastesa6 

In Ontario the Censor Board.determined that a particular experimental f h  was fit for display at the Art 



I 

Gallery of Ontario but not at a downtown gallery - The F m e l  - : "The message seemed to be that 

sexual representation whether 'art' or 'porn' will not adversely affect upper-class or educated people but 
* 

will harm everyone else". l7 Legislation against pornography is seen to act against the inte~ests of "poor 

women, women of colour, single 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) women back into traditional roles".11 Censorship is a tool used by conservative f o r k  

to ensure the maintenance of td@tioaal mnomic and social values. ~nti-censorship reminists contend 

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

existing repressive social structure. 

Most antisensorship feminist; do not support any of 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 that any kind of censorship 

1 obscures knowledge, reinforces sexism through paternalism and "distracts attention from the less visible 

but more insidious injustices (women) ~uffer". '~ Feminist lawyer Lynn King points out that even if women 
- 

write the laws they are not the ones to iri'trpret them. The judge or censor board that does interpret 

them does not according to King "stand apart from the way power and privilege work in our society, but 

(are) part of this system and reflect its values everyday. Those values are not feminist values".90 King 

quotes Judge Stephen Borins who comments on the irony of the obscenity code's reliance on a judge's 

interpretation of 'community s+mdards': , ' 

The judge, who by the 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, famiiiar with and aware of the national level of t~lerance.~' 

Varda Burstyn argues in her article "Anatomy of a Moral Panic" that anti-pornography feminists . %- 

are providing the state with an opportunity to control the perceived threat of feminism by advocating 
'3 

censorship. The issue of pornography, she claims. has 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 qua1 pay and opportunity fbr women in the workplace, daycare and union rights. The 



1 .  - .> 

stare capitalizes upon this diversion and reinfaces claims that pornography is the primary cause of sexism. 

It sets up the Fraser Committee to address this issue and, thereby, continues to keep feminist attention 

focused on the issue. The state then contains feminist energ& 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 p m  and prostitution, changing the legal system while leaving the economics of sex 
untouched will do nothing to improve either.92 

Burstyn contendskat when law reform is introduced and state control is expanded, the sys~ems of s d  

control - courts, prisons and military - benefit and the repression of gay. feminist and alternative work 

and activities e~calates.~' 

Bmtyn and other anti-censorship feminists propose an extensive program of alternatives to - 

censorship based on the need to confmnt "the conditions which produce women's sexual exploitation and 

violence against w o ~ n b n " ~ ~  as well as pornography itself. These alternatives include sex education 

programs in community centres as well as in schools that would include parents and childrea Direct 

actions such as picketing, boycotts'and negotiations with neighbourhm stores that mrry pornography are 

encouraged. Anti-censorship feminists also endorse the production of more alternative erotic imagery as 

well as campaigns for resouras from g&emment and &t bodies to helg M s t s  who are attempting U, do 

this. A feminist-oriented approach to the sex-industry is needed to protect prostitutes and present other 

opportunities for them. The decriminalization of prostitution is also advocated5 

Anti-censorship feminists assert that "to stop the sexual exploitation of women and young people is 

to fight for economic independence. 95 They advocate. therefore, equal pay for work of equal value. 

affirmative action. full employment, quality social services, adequately funded shelters and progams for 

battered women and their children, education ard jobs for youth and reproductive and erotic nghts for 

women. including safe reliable connaception, 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. 



Anti-censorship feminhm feel the only m y  to address misogynist pornography is to act as 
I .  '- 

- autonomous women: "women are agents and not merely victims. who make decisions and act on them"." . -  , - 
They feel it is necessary to look at and understand pornography "with o w  o d e y e s  and not as we 

\ 
imagine men lopk at it".97 Women and reminias need to e&& ~ e m l v e s ,  thdir experiences with 

pornography &d sexuality and speak with anviaion from a pasitih~ of power and self-determination: 

Feminists can sqccumb 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 pan 
of a fight for a pro-women and sex-positive so~iety.~' 

For anti-censorship feminists the only real solution to misogynist pornog~aphy is to explore all the 
P "  

possible ways and means ro "empower women and other oppressed Women "are intelligent 

human beings not passive victims. and we are directly affected,by the culture around us We have 

something to say on the question of lmages of women regardless of how they affect men".L00 

Uncjerlving Assmtions of the An ti+nsorshi~ Amurnent - 
4 

What is the Mture of power and the ride of the sore? 

Anti-qcnsorship socialist feminists do not claim that power is inherently male or inherently bad. Power 1s 

understood to be a quality of hmlan  relationships whose form and structure is determined by domhant 

social institutions. These feminists feel that power inheres in all'hurnan interactions. that it is amsistently 

being negotiated for, and that it can, 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 
4 

institutions, such as the sex industry. mainsuean media an e state.loX %J 
Pdmarchy as male~dorninancc, as  a form of power. is not universal, nor d m  i t  have a uruversal 

form. It is specific to spedfic & e t i e ~ . ' ~ ~  In contemporary Western society. pauiarchy is shaped bf"rhe 

srmctures of industrial capitalism. ,These structures determine the way in which women will k 

subordinated, and influence the form of sexual expression and the shape of desire. dnguage and hu- ' 

perception: "...the muses of women's oppression have ken many and complex. *wing on the 
4' 

fundamental &a1 and economic structures of society".10J In modern saiety the causes of women's 



oppression are -m pf the principles of capitalism: profit, efficiency. expansion and 
- 

exploitation. " 

,wield a great deal of influmce and authority and have the greaw interest in the msintmmz of the 
B 

patriarchal status quo. Thcsc women's distrust of the state is dearly in evidence in their atguments 

M y  of the mite is aot neufral, but works along dearly pauiarchal lines".1es The state @xt~ons -, through 

the means of social cpntrol, like pornography. to foster sodal relations and srmaures that will merely 

,duplicate eaisting form of domina"tion, men over w m e a  
.. * 

?kcidia frminius' assump- about p e r  and the state are based on adapetions of more 
'3 

With the e q x d o n a n d  refornuon of these analytic mls to ~ndudc women's experience. sadis t  
%= 

fcrmniw hnl. p e n ' s  oppmrnn wth caprtafm~: "The alienation of axlttmpomry w a m n  is a 

rcrutr of rhc t.wmsfmum of the emmmie ba4e: of sxiety which indudes the realms of stxu l i ty  and 
I 

, 

pfaar;iltim. I 
- . < 

I 



Whm is the natwe of &Irj? 
..?" 

Many swalist fcmhists see sexuality as a form of exp&on of desire that is socially constnrcted It is a 

complex process of relationships. determined by sodal institutions which perpetuate certain ideulogies 

"Sexuality is not something that we 'haveD,our sexuality is shaped and even constituted by and in the 

relations tbat we have with others and with roclety at These feminiscs-opdemand that ' t hy  is 

no inherent meaning m tht sexual acts themselveS~meaning (comes) from the constellation of soda1 

events around the act"."p Sodalist feminists draw from #e work of Michel Foucault and Jeffrey Weeks - 
their.mnsideraticm of the various fonnatio& of sex and desire over time and the various instirutim which / . * '  

shape and determine themll \ 
In modem pam port-industrial ialpitalist sodety. women's and men's sexualities are 

characterized by differing f m  of rcpres im Men are &zed by dictates that they must dominate 

and be in control.   or women the various ideologies at play. capitalism, judaeo-christianity, patriarchy, 

all s e n e  to construct a sexuality fraGght with fear and danger. Women are kept from contributing lo'the 

construction of their sexual desire and are. instead, instructed in the ways of passivtty and subrnlssion: 

"patriarchy interferes with female desire and-women experience their own passim as dangerous". 11 '  

Socialist feminists, however, do not focus entirely on the repressive ,nature of f d e  sexuality. 

Rather. Uiey see sexuality as an aTena of swle in which m p u n g  fo rm.  including worncn, work at 

bringing their conception of sexuality to the f ~ i e .  Women's experiences of sexual pleaswe and 

empowerment within society cannot be d i s d k e d  as ultimately w m d .  Instead they must be erarnin'rd 
'a 

and understcod indl their plurality and divemty.l1' I t  is necessary to see "sexuality as an open rerrajn in 

wfiich tke powers of the state, of the scientific and moral estabtishmenu;, and of the sexist ideology of 

maledefined pleasure are amsmtly meeting rc;i~tana from individuals and gr~ups".'~''If we understand 
< 

- 
the terrain of sexualit)-. as being bth "a r d m  of pleasure & a reaim of d e d ,  violence and danger* ' I '  - 

far women, we will m e  to sy w m c n  "W as s u b j m  and o b j m  andsexualicy s bolh institutirtnaf 

and expmjmcial", "' and, thereby. empower women. at least rheoretidlg, by validating their own s e x w l  
+ 

p i c a m  and by a p m n g  a space for sexual cxplorarjon. 



The area of sexuality is highly politbed in moter&mq rode@. Sod.lia fcminira undmand 

that sexuality is a place whek women must have power. They believe that "power is implicit in 

sexualityw. "'and that sex practices t b m l v e s  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'rjrrrt a quwticm of.btin& say points five and six on a scale of m e  to ten because that's 
'equal'. it may also be being ten and berrsg me at various timcs.,sexuality is amplex-it isn't 
redlmcible.ll' 

- Sodalist feminists feel that women should be encouraged "to take our ccKnage and our heads and ow 
.,- 

feminism into the bedroom-u, both seek our pleasure and unde 51 our pleasure"21?9 Feminist sex is 
-5 

sex where women have power and mm1; where women enter *tionship with ImowItdge and 

understanding of the name of their pleasure: 

Desire dots not have to be dcstn;mive and power in sexuality does aot have to mean 
h w f  oa..Power can be undermood.. as a process resulting Fmm interaction among m l e  
who kt? dQing something together. M e  for pleasure rjvl indude a desire-to give as well , 

' 

as to get -- 

The socialist feminist underStaD.ding of the seed ccmtmaion of stxuaiity implies that sexuality is , 

T h e  notion of sexual mnsfomtioh..form us to give up the autic p i m  of an +g 
sexual arder d e p e n h g  on infant-chi# swiatitatim that is impermeable and-ngid121 

The sodalist feminist sti~we on the malleability of sexuality does not mean. however. that women can . - 
change their sexual situations by simply 'cxnning to amsciuumm' about their reprrssed sexuality; 

- 
Sexuality e malleable bul to a poinLto say  that it's Wcable when you talk abut how 
sex& desire m soci"a3ly cmawtd is not the same thing as tu say &a: it r e d m  malleabie 
all of our lives at al: points, is always acoessible to our consdousness and it is always possible 
to go in there and change i t  'I1 

Indeed. w h e n  are nor. often free to' decipher the campiex prcascs that determine their sex& nanues 

They are o f m  consnaincd by fear of begadation and vio!ew. But. in the context of "a sexual reig? of 

tenor-. "' women must realize that the exploration 6f theix sexual fantasia and pleasum can 

'o ffcr... relief to... m n t  fear or tension'. :I4 and' &n pmk to-be, in a sucietydmamrized by sexual 



d - I 

Exploration and t c m p s i o q  however, are only half of women's battle for power in the sexual 

arena Women must also build their own sexuality: 'This bybYchng is not an individual m 6 r ;  the c u l m  
0 

arouad us, our sexual partners, ow Friends and our political values are all involved in the prclcess."."' We 

explore and build our sexualiry in mntexc "as rhembers of certain groups that both inherit certain 

traditions and resist them".12' Within these communities, ideals and ethical practices are determined 

Socialist feminists feel that this p r m  will result in the eventual uansformation of social struam and 
C 

relations, and will allow each ihdividual $e space 'Ad freedom to acquire their own sexual autonomy and 

to determine their preferred sexual practices. . , 

.- 

* 
Mng the,oounc.of the debate ?thin feminism about pornography and sexuality other psitions have 

. 

/ 
.' 

emerged. ,The two posidbni whicb h v e  surfaced most clearly apan from those outlined above. are those 

'- T 
of libera1 feminists and pro-sex feminists or sex libenarians. These positions are related to thc two nuin 

\ 
i q m e n t s ,  but also diveige from , .  them in specific areas. 

., 

tiberal kminism 1 

Liberal feminists are ~9~rnen  who may be seen to work 'within' the system to bring about 

. - _tmprovemenc\ for all women. They populate the National Action Comrmnec on the Slat= of Women 

and advisory annrnimes on-the starus of women in provincial and m&cipal governments. They arc aim 

often memkrs of women's business dubs. professional women's associations amd university women's 

dubs. Thrir actions are very much focused on lobbying for legislative changes.ll' 

Liberal feminists are, m a t  often anti-pornography; they borrow their definirion of pornography 

from the radical ferniris: critique.. Porr~ography is "a presentatim..of sexual behaviour in whish one or 

more of the partldpanrs are ooerccd overtly orlpaPlicitly into pmapat io &..in which an imbalanct of 

a power is obvious or implied..in d n i c h  such behaviour can be taken to be advocated or endorsed"."' .. 

Liberal ferniniss undersand pornograph;.': function to be a form of social control. I t  denies women's 

- f  ' 



humanity by coatrolling their sexuality, objectifying them, &owing their violation and emphasizing their 

bidogical fullctjm Pornography limits women's "full participation in society".2a9 

P 

' 

Liberal feminists qqmcd to pornography feel that it is a @or causal factor in vidence against 
i 

women. They ate social scientific stlldics in which it is cr>ncluded that the coupling of sex with aggression 

cwld lead to "conditioning pmcesw whereby aggressive acts become associated with sexual am@".110 

P-phy is believed "to foster a &ural climate that is rolerant of acts of aggression against 

Liberal anti-pornography activists take a similar approach to radical anti-porn feminists in their 

critique of freedom of expression. They often cite radical feminist theorists such as Susan Griffin and 

Andrea Dworkin in their work. In the6 arguments against the state however, they work within the 

cstaMished framework of liberalism and speak of refonn rather than revolution. hrenne  Clark and 

Jillian Ridtngm argue that it $ 
is justified to prohibit u h !  atuses barm u, o t h e ~ i t  m u s ~ b e  acknowledged that if one gets 
sexually aroused from hngs which cmte a dear and substantial risk to the safety and/or 
rights of others. then one can justifiably be prohibited from ge#ing one's rcsponm that way.'J1 

Ridingmn 'notes that "mid change rq- easy  pablic access to infom&lion that challenges the beliefs 

and practices of the status quo".IJ' 

Liberal feminists encourage the use of all available channels to fight pornography: street action and 

boycotts. education, alternative imagery, as well as amendments to the Criminal Code "whicb would 

entrench the physical and sexual autonomy of women and children within the lawW.lJ4 They also support 

the definition of pornography as hate literature and its inclusion in the Hate Literature section of the 

Criminal Code. Hurnan Rights M e  amendments are also endorsed'J5 

Liberal feminists borrow their analyses of vidence against womenand pornography from the work 
I 

- - of radical feminists. but their underlying assumptions about the nature of puwer and the role'of the state 

are charartcrized by liberal democratic pditical theory. They fobs  on h e n ' s  lack of equality within 
I 

liberal dnwcratic society and appear lo trust in the ability of the state to~distribm benefits and to 



alJminister justice fairly.lJ6 The misogynist treatment of women In society violates liberalism's political 
> 

values of fairness and justice; women are denied &ls anh discriminated agrins~ The origin of this 

discrimhation however. is "not mandated by the legal system but is rather informal or based on 
a 

4 

~ s t o r n ' ' . ~ ~ ~  Ljbed feminists understand the limitations of the state. but they contithe to contend that 

working within the existing social structures for the "extension to women of. ..liberty, equality autonomy. 

seIf-fulfillment and justice"1J' in the area of legal refom is an important feminist strategy: For these 

women feminism is 
b 

the working for the betterment of women in society and the equality of women in society on 
every level. economic. political. social. starting with the conuol over our bodies and control 
over our lives." lJ  

Liberal feminists do not espouse a radical redefinition of social structures or structures of knowledge. 
P 

instead they work toward the islclusion of women into the ideal liberal democratic state. 
2 2  - % ,. 

Liberal feminists draw Qe distinction between public &splay and private practice in the realm of 

sexual~ty and sexual practice. Their determination of 'public' and 'private', however. ditTers from more 

traditional liberal ideas Liberal feminists claim tbat when a specific sexual practice infringes on the 
T' 

4 
rights of others it becomes a public ~oncern ' '~  If a woman is being Pattered in the bedrmm the issuecis 

I 

ilo longer 'private' but 'public': 
1 

. - 
ItAs a rnatrer of differentikon between private pracuce and 
practice is something I would not intervene in unless one of 

Women's rights to freedom from harm are felt to supercede the \ 

more concerned about the freedom of women from harm than I am bout the freedom of a handful of' .. '\ 

people to make their material public."141 It may be contended that libkral feminists focus their attenuon 

on said scientific studies that link pornography with aggressive behaviour because "they have no \ 

'political' grounds for oppostng (pornography) unless it can be shown to have a direct causal ,connection 
\ 

with the violation of women's rights.""' 
, 

, , 

Liberal anti-pornography feminists believe that ideal sexual practices should be entirely consensual 
t .  

- - I  
and relegawl to the private realm, out of the juridction of the state. Power should have no yxrt in 

I. 



sexual relations: "the-most joyous sex is about giving rather than dominating."144 Ideal sex oaws when 
! 

I 

I women are : "it's a matter of exchange of energies not 

P r e  sexISex Libertari "f" d r 

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

alternative position has erged called 'pr-x'. Although many women belieie that the anti-censorship a 
positiop includes the ' x' position, real 'pr-x' women, or sex 1ibertab.m: distinguish themselves 

from socialist femini prosex position first surfaced in the United States in the early 1980's 

among lesbian-feminist en. It is a position that i s  closely affiliated with the gay liSeration movement ' 
,. 

and several gay activists' yses of the rnechauisms of their oppression Some of &e proponents of the + 
I 

s e ~  libertarian position in thk United States are Gayle Rubin, Pat Califu and Amber Hollibaugh. In 

Canada the work of-Sue g best reflects this position. 

Prosex women do not have a specific critique of pornography, instead the:, bticize 
I I 

anti-pornography feminism MI I m e n  notes that the radical feminist current Q North America has 2- 
been predo&t in the movement for many years. The enuenchment of radical feminist analyses ha, 

brought with it a morality or ' p o i i t i ~ a l ~ ~ e s s ' . ~ ~ ~  According to Dimen people have a "deeply rooted 
*\. 

wish to belong to a collectivity & which what one desires to he is also moral to beW.l4' Radical feminism ' 

3 \ 
has offered that collectivity and attempted to-enforce the 'conecmess' of certain desires. However, 

'(w)hen the radical becomes wrrm i; bemmes m q ~ v a t i v e " . ~ ~ '  Within femhism. many lesbian 
'\ 

feminists felt oppressed by the moral hegemony of the anti-pornography current and were e oeriencing a "i \ 
contradiction between what they felt they 'ought' to%desire and what they actually were desiring. This 

conmdictio!~ between theory and experience prompted many df these women to develop a ' p r m x '  

analysis of patriarchy. 

Gayle Rubin outlines, in her artjcle "Thinking Sex: Notes For a Radical Theory c$ the Politics of 

Sexualityw, some cf the basic tenets of the pro-sex position Pro-sex women wish to develop " a radical 

theory of sex" to "identify. describe, explain and denounce erotic injustice and sexual oppression 



2 I 

Rubin identifies the area of erotic e ~ p d o n  as "a vector of oppression". lJO and calls forward for 

reassmment several aspects of traditioq!thdmg a b u t  sex. The first of these is the notion that sexual 
I 

desire &a 'natural' force, that exists prior to social life. Rubin takes issue with this assumpti~n and claims 
. . 

instead that "d&& are not preexisting biological entities, but are amstituted in the course of historically . 

spdfic social practices':1s1 Rubin also cites the work of Michel Foucault and leflrey Weeks which 

examines sexuality as constituted in history and society.1J1 Rubin disputes the traditional view ef sex as 

sinful and suspifious and takes issue with yhat she has tinned the "fillacy of misplaced scale": the fact 

t l h  " sexual acts &e burdened with an excess of significance".'53 

Rubin analyses the phenomenon of-"the hierarchy of sexual values". a condition in Western society 

in which certain forms of sexual expr&on are valued above others. The highest b i t i o n  on the scale is 

married, heterosexual, reproductive monogamy, cext is monogambus heterosexual &la, all other 

heterosexuals, stable long term gay relationships follow. and after them, promiscuous gay people. Lowest 

on the scale are the "despised sexual -castesw, transexuals. transvestites, fetishists, sadomasochists. 

prostitutes, porn workers and 'generation-crossers' or people who engage in sex with children.'" These 

hierarchies of sexual value are mainwed through institutions such as the Church. psychiatry and the 

mainstream media. High status forms of sexu+ expression are validated, and the lower forms are 

mid:red to he iilnesses. mental dkasef'and disbrders. The people who populate these lower orders are 

", R persecuted and oppressed: "...these hie d i e s  of sexual value ... function ~n much the &me wayLas do 

ideological systems of racism, ethnocentrism and religious cha~vinism".'~'~ 
- 

Given the historical and wid.construction ,of sexuality. and the systematic policing and persecution 

of specific forms of sexual expression by various social institutions, it is necessary to review "the particular 

varieties of sexual persec~tion" '~~ and work against prevailing sexual assurnpiions that erotic 'perversions' 

kre escalating: 

+ The perversions are not proliferating as much as they are attempting to acquire social space. 
small business. political resources, and a measure of reiief from the penal 'es of sexual jm 

heresy. lS7  1 
Rubin rei-iews the ways in which the persecution of erotic expression takes place, how "(s)exual speech is 



forced into reticence, euphemism and She focuses amtion 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 apartheid".lJ9 - 
9 

8 

Rubin takes' great pains to distinguish her themy of erotic repression from both d i c a l  and socialist 

feminist theory. She accuses the anti-pomography radical feminists of having "condemned virtually 

every variant of sexual expression as anti-fernini~t".~~~ The anti-pornography movement, claiming to 

speak for all women, has created a conservative sexual morality. Alternatively, soa'alist feminists. Rubin 

claims, are ideologically condescending when they 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 
4 

change so that these 'problematic' eroticisms would simply not occur.".161 Rubin contests that these 'sex 

moderates' are &ply unable to confront their own uneasiness about certain forms of erotic expression. 

Rubin examines rhe issue of 'conknt', chmmg 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 legal right 
to engage in i t u1  

The traditional radical feminist critique 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 erotically 

oppressed: 

There certainly are structural constraints that impede fTee sexual choice, but they hardly 
operate to coerce anyone into being a pervert On the contrary, they operate to coerce 
everyone toward nonnalcy.16' 

." > 

Rubin an4 sex libertarian women have distinguished their struggle from the general goals of 

feminiszn1'' They claim that feminism is the theory of gender oppression and, although it does deal with 
I 

sexual expression and repression, it is not focused specifically on those issues. Rubin feels it is necwssary 

UL Separate the categories of sex and gender: 

Feminist conccpolal tools were developd to detect and analyze genderbased hierarchies. 
To the extent that these overlap with erotic stratifications. feminist theory has some 



explanatory power. But as issues become less those of gender and more those of sexuality. 
feminist analysis becomes irrelevant and often rni~1eading.l~~ 

Sex Libenarians claim that it is n w  to recognize the "politipl dimensions of erotic lifei.lbb 
/ 

Rubin argues for 'theoretical pluralism', stating that different forms of power rduire different 

analytic Other pro-sex women however, maintain the label of 'feininist'. and argue for a 

variegated body of fcminist theory that would include many different forms of analysis. They also argue 

for a political and social movement which would "speak to individual needs"lb' and endorse the strategies 

of adi t ion politics. 
< 

Some final words -- 

It may be claimed that the focus of this exposition and the arguments themselves are highly theoretical 

and absuan These theoretical issues. however, are at the core of feminist practice aqd their definition 

and determination will, in turn, help 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. 

I 

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 I have 

." faund to be their m&t fundamental points of difference. 
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THE DEBATE: AN INTERPRETATION 

In tl& chapter I will explore the feminist debste about pornography in detaii. : order to do this I will 
3 

review and discuss the criticisms and accusations that characterize the debate. I will also analyze the 

sirnilit. structures of t h e  criticisms. The examination of these criticisms will lead to a discussion of the 

fundamental theoretical differences between the positions that underlie.&e debate. These differences 
?? 

concern dl~/initidns of patriarchy, ideology, femirkt praxis, and feminism itself. 

I 
As I have lmentioned in the previous chapter. the two major positions in the debate. 

1 4 

anti-pornwaphb and anti-censorship, are & r q y  associated with two other distinct p i t i ons  within 

feminism, radical feminism and sodalist feminism. The mdst prominent spokespeople '0; the 

anti-pornography movement are radical feminists and those who spei.2 f ~ r  the anti-censorship position 

are most often socialist feminists. T&s is not to imply thdt liberal feminists and pro-sex women have not 
9 

been actively involved in the debate. but it may be contended that these two positions have been 

subsumed under the G o  dominant positions; liberal feministsqe predominantly anti-pornography and 
. -  - 

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

The association of radical and xxialist feminist arguments with the anti-pornography and 

anti%xsorship positions has made it difficult to classify the positions. For the sake of Clarity 1 will use 
rc 

the label 'anti-pornography' only when I am referring to both liberal and radical feininists or to Lie 

anti-pornog~aphy movement specifically. The label 'pti-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 'radial' and 'socialist' will be employed. 



The a n t i e p  position came about in Canada as a ~ s u l t ' o f  a number of eat factors. * 
S i r w  the anti-censorsliip argument evolved after the development of the anti-pornography position, it 

has baied much of% analysis on a critique of the anti-pomogpphy feaihist analysis of pornography and 
- 1 

sexuality. This section will be structured to present the anti-censorship ditique of anti-pornography 
,. 

feminism first followed by the anti-pornography response to the criticisms and their own criticisms of the 

anti-censorship pokition. It must also be noted tnat much of the criticism that has characterized this 

debate has addressed the underlying assumptions ofthe anti-pornography and pti-censorship positions 

which are associated with radical feminist and socialist feminist analyses. A large amount of criticism, 
P 

therefore, is exchanged specifically between radical feminists and sodalist feminists. After 1 present an 

exposition of the criticisms I will attempt to analyze the criticisms in reiation to each other. - 
Anti- cenrarship feminists criticize Ant& pwnograph y jkinists 

t 
Anti-censorship criticisms of the anti-pmnographj movement take two distinct fays: sodialist feminist 

criticisms of theoretical inconsistencies and inadequacies within the radical feminist argument and 

criticisms of the anti-pornography movement's general impact on feminism. The former will be explored 

first since it provides the groundwork for the latter. . 

Socialist feminists' most common criticism of the radical feminist argument about pornography is 
% 

that it is theoretically reductionist Radical feminist theory fails to recognize the complex nature of the 
4 

relationships between image and reality, fantasy and ackon and sex and violence. Radiml feminists 
- .  ~ 

simply collapse these distinctions in such a way as to reveal an inescapable and unavoidable position of 

oppression for women. They tend to read through the image. socialist feminists claim, as if it were a , - 
neuml mirror of reality, instead of underspnding it as a complex social construction whose meaning is not 

implicit but contextually spedfi: and determined in the processes of communication around i t  



As a result of this simplistic understandmg of the image. radical feminists believe that i w e s  
7; 

directly afTedt behaiiour. Sodalist feminists see this to be a behaviourist.,assumpt+n which leads to the 
P w > . - ,  

amclusion that all people are consistently conditioned and manipulated by all kinds of imagery. It implies 

r4 

' that people are unable to distinguish between symbolic and meaning: 
/ 

To assume that symbols have a unitary meaning, the one dominant cultures asdgn to them, is 
to fail td investigate the individual's experience and *tion of sym%ls..Thi assumption 
g~ants mainstream culture a hegemony it claims, but rarely achiev es...' ' 7 

I 

~ocialiit feminists m t e n d  that women need to examine the symbolic Antext of the i q e r y  and the 
. - 

elements affecling interpretation before they can begin to understand the images' im$act on their viewers: 

"We need m know what the viewer brings with her to make an interpretation: a cdtural d d .  
r 

resonances, &mections and personal experiences. "' 

According to &t feminists, radical feminists simplistically claim that the pornographic image 
i 

sexual violence &use it & seen to engender ic "pornography is a mde word for vicious male This 

is a dangerous reduction which runs the risk of alienating many women who might have a rel-atiohship 

with pornography. To define "pornpgraphy ...as the enemy (is) ...to d g , a  LPd of their 

sexual feelings and afraid to be honest about them".' 

The conflation of pornography with se&.l vio@& betrays a larger theoretical reduction within the 
' .  

radical feminist position: the statement that all heterosexual sexual practices are violent and coercive for 

women. Socialist feminists daim that this assurnptiq is severely disempowering for heterosexual women. 
% 

L 

It does not allow them t$c experience of their own pleasure and leaves them to live with a fundamental 

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 
b 

covers for disgust with sex itself".' Sodalist feminists contend that radical feminists see all sex as sexism 

and confuse "erotic power in sexual play ... with the power of coercion in rape".6 This world view 

ultimately works to "deny women any agency at all in the long history of heterosexuality".' 



rp' a + 
Sociafist feminists also &ticizt what they see to be the essentialist assumptioni of radical feminist 

thinkers in the areas of male and sexh ty .  Within the radical feminist argument, social&, 
% d 

ferninid assert, are assumptions about the innate qualities of 'maleness' as violenf coercive and 
3 

dangerous and female sexuality as the opposite: 

Male sexuality is driven, irresponsible, genitally oriented and potentially lethal. Female 
sexuality is muted, diffuse, interpersonally oriented ind benign. Mtp m v e  &wer and 
orgasm, while women seek reciprocity and intimacy.' ' k 

P 

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

differences does not serve feminism, socialist women claim, but, rather, furtkrer emphasizes the 

dichotomies suuqttired by capitalist patriarchy which are false and origmally meant to keep women in 

their 'pomons of oppression. To emphasize women's 'biologically inherent' reproductive capacities and 2 ' 

?' 

the subsequent qualities of nurwance, emotionality and physicality, is to c$@ouse ideas that are "bound 
%, ? 

up, through syrnmetriml"opposition, in the very ideological system feminists want to destr~y".~ 
- 

m- 

Socialist feminists include in their criticisms those radical .feminists who claim that women's 

sexualky d , m  not have innate qualities but is entirely constructed within patriarchy. Radical feminists 

understand women's passivity to be w i d y  constructed but claim that violence is innate, "intrinsic and the 

aystallization of maleness".10 Amrding to socialist feminists these are contradictory assumptions. 

Some radical feminist theorists such as Carol Gilligan, Mary.Daly and Pamcia Hughes attempt to 

build a feminist moral system based on the reclaiming of 'feminine' values, such as nurturance. 

emotionality and integrhon Somhst feminists feel that these attempts lead to a form of moral 

ahlut ism that excludes a vasl majority of women." 'The& theorists ignore the specificity of women's 

experience and espouse ahistorical and essentialist notions of the constitution of gender and gender 

oppression. Their work is seen to contain universalizing claims about women's experience which are 

based on white, middle dass North American values. UniEMization has been criticized by &her 

fermnists as a patrimbl mceptual tendency which contrsitenes the feminist vaiuing of personal 

experiences and specific, individual, material circumstances. 
+ 

1% 



Radicalifeminist theorists lack an histohcal analysis of women's oppression, socidist'Jyomen 
4- - 
-4 

contend They see - p@archy as timeless and women's position with.& it as fundamentally unchanging 

dver class, r a c c ~ ~  barri.erslJ Becauseof this failure. radical feminists have not learned i&m the 
I a 

experiences of first wave f eminists. Sodalist feminists contest that, during the fmt wave. the *a1 purig 
\'d 

titution and venereal disease and its focus on movement's campaign I - - J 

woman as sexual v i c h + e & n e  a weapn with which the male ruling class ... strengthened 
' 

its &ernmy over women, sexual outlaws and the poor. by establishinp a state apparatus of 
. protectionist sexual p o l i ~ e s . ~ ~  

, 

Socialist women to censorship fekl that radical feminists are in danger of repeating this mistake 
e 

rtc by advocating the use of protectionist measures for pornography. - 
P d 

These theoretical faults lead to problems with the anti-pornography movement's practice according -- L 

to.sodalist feminists. The most common criticism of the anti-pornography movement is of its intensive 
8 -. 

focus on women's sexual victimization and domination by men This focus mobilizes fear, rage and anger 

in women: i 
. -> 

. today's anti-porn-campaigns achieve their energy by mobilizing a complex amalgam of 
female fear p d r a g e  and humilinuoh in strategic directions that are not ig the long terin best 

7 iiikrests of (t&) movement1' ..+ 

: ?  

These emotions may be successful motivators toward action and analyses, socialist feminist concede, but' 

thei. application to the detebhation of d poiicy 

creates a demand-for revenge and punishment and gets in the way'of the hnd of 
person-to-person g r o u p w g o u p  confrontation and negotiation that alone can bnng about ";̂  

real social healing - the precondition of real change.15 

Anti-pornogra* fernini&' focus on pornography limits the potential of the movement by 

drawing feminist anention away from other cruc~al issues for women such as abortion, daycare and other 

economic issues. Anti-censorship feminists m e n d  that a focus on pornography done "cannot fully 

define the situation in which we find ourselvesn.16 Anti-pornography womens"concem with pornography 

and legal reform ha3 chained  feminist energy and weakened the movement 



~nti-censorship women ire c~itical of what they wfto be the moral hegemony of the 
~, 

t 
.f'l 

anti-pomopphy movement The creation of strict m o d  categories with r w d s  a sex q d  seiual 

imagery has rtstrltcd in the establishment, within feminism, of "the very old idea that sex is - an especially 
b. 

sjmnefid, disturbing and guilt-provoking area of lifew.'' Anti-censorship feminists claim that women have , 
** 

"chosen a rhetorical mtegy that can arouse and & a g e  but that cannot lead us to a position beyond the 
* + 

old moral categories of female righteousne~"." Te. The moral absolutism anti-cwsorship feminists criticize 

in theory is seen to have " fos tch  a bblamatory and elitist attitbde among those who consider themselves 

woman-identified"I9 in practice. Anti-censorship 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: - 

anti-porn world view purports to solve several problems at once; it explains movement 
failures; .,it reestablishes unity at a time when differences among women were in~reasingly 
visible and theoretically ~mportant'~ *+ 

4 - 
According to anti-censorship feminist.$ this unity has come a: the high price of masking the potentially 

fruitful diversity of women's experience: These women contend that anti-pornography " f e w s t  fear 

of. ..difference manifests itself as a concern with public relations, an. attempt to keep the women's 

movement respectable add free of pollutionn." kc 

Z-. 
4 

iP -,--5 

The anti-censorship criticism orthe anti-pornography feminist position regarding the use of the 
I 

state was reviewed in the previous chapter. There is no need to repeat their criticisms here. Suffice it to 

say that anti-censorship women believe that advocating legal reform is a dangerous tactic for feminists. 

The). believe anti-pornography feminists' call for the use of the mite is the result of faulty theoretical 

assumptions, a lack of historical perspective and the i m a t i o n  of a rigid 'feminist' morality. 

All of these factors, the f m  on victimizatidn, the perpetuation of women's fear md  rage, the 

determination of a form of feminist moral absolutism, and the enforcement of unity have had a great 

rmpact on the condition of the women's movement Anti-censorship women m-t the 



,w 

anti-pornography rmyement's moml code based on reclaimed feminist values, its critique of pornography 
-- 

an&rxual representation, and its call on the state for legal pr&ction bars ' a strikin&bl.ance to 
f 

(claims) of the dominant CUl t rn~-"~~  and has created the cxmditions for feminist cooptation by right wing 
-- 

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

of the former allies in the women's movement and discouraged younger women from panidpating".2J 
- -CH 

Anti- panograph y fiminists respond and criticize 
f 

Radical feminists oppo4ed to pornography refute socialist feminist critiasms of theoretical reductionism. 

- 
along with claims that they focus too intensively on wome by stating that their concern is 

4 

not with &mry but with helping women who are victims Radical feminists claim that 

midkt women heny the reality and extensiveness of'xxual violence: "violence against women is not a 

minority experience, we all experience,itW." !Socialist feminists, they state, are armchair critics; they are 

E not the women who work with victims of sexual violence and pornography at rape crisis centres and 
i 

shelters for battered women. -Radical feministsclaim that socialist feminists are more concerned with 

9 - 
theoretical absnactions than with ween ' s  lived reality.2J 

b 

- Radical feminists ask: "Why d m  the left-wing ... automatically become victim oriented when 

analyzing the sfate, but refuse to question the way in which sexuality on be used agairst us?"I6 ' hey  

accuse sociabt feininists of arguing backwards from their anti-censorship stance to a position in which 

they me  forced to defend p~rnography.~' Socialist women are accused of 

taking the view ... that pornography is ..a non-issue, a red herring, a dismiction 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 censorship is a feminist issue but'porn 
is not2' 

I 

They state that the sodalist feminist critique of p r n w a p h y  is based on civil libertarian ideals of freedom 

of expression or simplistic Manisr notions "in which 'men' are substituted for the &ing class"." Socialist 

alternatives to pofnography, these w h e n  claim, "address the values of the next generation. They ao not 

address present tense o p p r e s s i ~ n ~ . ~ ~  In other words, for socialist women. the problem of pornogmphy will 

' disappear only after the revolution 



Radical feminists refute the socialist feminist accusation of essen in the area of sexuality. 
> 

They claim that they do not view the qualities of gender or s e d  forces Instead, they 

claim that sexuality is a social cmshwtibn. Sexuality> "is a practice of Mans involving the body , 

and pleasure &those relations are complet&y constructed in terms of 
- -- 

objectification and The palriarchal ammuction of sexuality 

sexual inequality between the sexes" The expr&& of sexual desire is 

In fact, radical feminists mntend male and female sexuality and sexual &e itself male 
* b. + ! 

In light of these a s s ~ t i o n s  radical feminists claim that social$ women cannot simply dismiss 

themselves from these relations and freely pursue 'alternative' sexual actim. They claim that socialist b 
feminists' exhmtion to women to explore their pleasure is, in, reali . an exhortation to celebhe $ 

L - f 1 

p a t r b h l  forms of sexual expression that have uppressed w h e n  /or years. Women.who are practidag 
I .  n 

'alternative' sex, for elample lesbian ado-nkxhists, are not su$erting the dominant patriarchal mdes 
\ d 

of behaviour: "those who call themelves sexual dissidents may npt be dissident at all, but rather the most 

eloquent proponents of the sexual stam quo".32 According to ri&lical feminists. "sado-masochism is a 

mainst~earn practice"33; it is simply impossible for women to divorce themselves and their desirks from 

the pervasive effects of patriarchy. 

Radical feminists a m  socialist feminists of failing to analyze the area of sexuhty carefully. . 
They claim that if socialists can agiee that sexuality is socially consuucted and social suiiiies are 

determined by patriarchy, then how can they believe it is possible for women to have unooerced sex? 

Radical women c l a i m a t  it is socialist women who see sexual desire as essential. as "the last bastion ofs 

individual expression"." Radical feminists suggest that, because sexuality is a.n-&a in which women ?e 

uncertain and fearful, women, espmal ly  sodalist feminist women, find it difficult to examine sexualit; 

closely and therefore, protect i t  This protectionist attitude toward sexuality prevents sodalist women 

from understanding that "sexuality is socially constructed so that women are going to get hurt".' %me 

radical feminists feel that this defense of paniarchal sexual practices is "a desperate attempt to avoid the 



Change in the area of sexual expression and repsentation will be difficult to bring about radicai 

feminists amcede. Just as sex.& practices within pa-y can never k truly liberating or gcditidiy 

subversive, sexual imagery can v e r  break the cod& of male objectification. Radial anti-pamgmphy 
4 

2 

women criticize the socialist antil;wsorship strategy of crdting 'sex-positive' imagery and t a r s  u> 

counteract misogynist pornographic material. These women daim that since if is impossible to detcmn 
C 

what female sexual practices Mght be, it is equally impossible to create feminist erotic i q e r y . ' . "  

Radical feminist Susan Cole admits it is very difficult for a woman to have sexual r c l a t i d / p  or 

to make or appreciate sexual*hagery within the patriarchal order. For Cole, the question of *how to gcl 
'i 

outside,that perfect system of victimization to real political agency for womenwJ' is a me dilemma 

Amrding to radical feminist women, living with tbis ~z tnd ic t ion  is simply a part of the burden of kill 
, 

f e e s t  in a patriarchal world. 

Radical feminists respond to d i s t  reminist criticisms about the use of the state by stipulating 

&hat they do not see the state as being the cmtral locus of power. They see the educatio& system and 
d - 

the mass media as eq&ly dangerous. For radical feminists there is no 'outside' the s m c m e s  of 
@ 

parriarchy, therefore the question of using hi state is a puiely theoretical one. These women want b 

effect changes for women's material existence as quickly as possible. Theoretimi 'cont%&s' is nor of 
s 

concern to them: 

At this point in the development of feminist ideas we can say that as long as the state is 
maledominated and the system 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 futuie government, it is our responsibility to examine the specific 
practices of present governments and assess our positions.39 - 

Cole suggests that the feminist influ'ence on the state has l p n  'st~nning"~ and that women can &nunbe 

to have an impact on the legislative p r m  as long as they are aware of the potential dangers. In 

response to socialist feminists' antistate positions Cole states: "My fear is that if feminists withdraw 

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



,'*~ann- mma~ I D . ) ~ ~ W B  WI i b ~  p i c e  far more they vurr womena." hti-pomopphy w m m  

feel h t  mti-exmwhip for- arc far mom at risk of cooptation because of their amtude W d  

sexuality and dtcmt ivc  scxtlal imagery. They dtc, q x c i f i d g ,  Varda fkrrstyn's inerview in as 



(x11sorship They feel antkcmanhip feminists have impeded anal+ of and action against 

pornography by f-dg on rrmorship. For anti-pornography women, chis insistenct on ihc dangers or . 
m p  has been a root cause of the debate. 

As has been shown. the -or positions in the pornqgaphy debare appear to be polanzed over a number 

of issues During the past few years. aaxsitions have flown between the mmps in Canada Although i r  

is dbvious the debate in the United Suta bctwe& anti-pornography feminists and p-x women has 

k e n  much more in -7 -'the fights beween W(omen) ~(&mt)  qornography) and lesbian 

sadomasochists have r;hmbl&gang warfareqt- In Canada the ideological splils between r a d ~ e l  

anti-pornography feminists and socialisr anti-cmwrship femtnqits have surfaced clearly and drarnaucall~. 

a I 
The anti-pornography and anti-camrship ptim have been argued In the 'Lkters' uons of 

- f 
the femnist prm and at conferences, rallies and worptn's groups throughour the m 

- 

mum of the l~uranrre rmew and pamcipant obsexvauon at these conferences and undenaken fol 

this study. it has t x w q e  clear that many of the acclrsati0n.i from one camp to the other have been the 

m e ;  the only diEe=nct is the Issue. The formulation appears to be: pornography is to xlcialisr 
-= 

anti-mnrorsiup f&ninisls what ensorship is to-cal anti-pornography feminists. 

Each camp accuses the other of mobilizing fear and anger in women and of appealing to emotion 

f ovtr intellect in order to gam s u p n  for ib p t i o n .  Anti-censorship socialist critiques of the 

anti-pornography fm on victirnizatitm are extensive. These women feel that the focus on sexual - 
" 

violence gets in the way of intelligence. appeals to emotions anU ends up frightening women more than 

anyone ele." ~ l u r n a i i v c l ~ ,  anti-pomqraphy feminisrs S u m  a l g  and Eve Zartmba have critiazed 

wRa: they tern to be anti-censorsbip women's sensationalitation of ihe%otives and actions of thc Ontario 

Ctnsczr Board. as well as their ust of alannisr language in the discussion of censorship. ' O  

b;lti-pormgraphy feminists darn that a&--censorship women are paranoid: 



The audienct at the FAC (Fcm.i&S m t  Censorship) F o m  were in an uproar over a , 

phanrom. while ignoring a dear and present danger (pornography) - the result of engaging 
people's maions  beforecinforming their mindss1 

Both positions accuse the other of adlapsing into Liberalism Anti-pornography women are accllsed 

b! anwxnsorship feminists of bang liberal because they advocate the use of legislation in dealing with 

pornography and seem to believe that the liberal dmucratic state will serve their inters& 

Antilxnsorship woritn feel that anti-pornography feminist theorists have given in to civil libertarians by 
'I 

allowing their analyses of pornography and sexuality to be used by them in campaigns for legdative 

reforms." On the other hanh anti-pornography feminists accuse anti-censorship feminists of espousing 

and defending the avi l  libertarian ideals of freedom of expression in their critique of censorship. As well, 

they criucize anti-cellsorship feminists' use of mainmeam medm for example Bursryn's appearance in 

Forum, as a li b e d  act Antixtnsorship feminists are seen to be naively uncritical of the most liberal of 

msutuuons, the pbpular media 

Both anti-pornography and anti-censorship cmps accuse the other of relying tm heavily on 

American based theory and analyses instead of validating the work of Canadian women. Anti-censorship 
-- 1 

women see anti:pmmga@y ftmtnistsP=me of such theoreticians as Dworkm, Griffin and Millet, and the 

adaptation of the Mimeapoh ordumce, as a failure to r e m p k e  the specificity of Canadian women's 

political and soda1 experience. and an attempt to impose the concerns of American feminists on Canadian 

women. Anti-pornography women criticize anti-censorship feminists for importing Arnericaxi sex 

liberzarian ideas, as well as Americin criticisms of the anti-pornography movement Both groups feel the 

other ignom the s p e c i f i d l y  Canadian political reality; anti-censorship women ignore Canada's long 

uadtion of indusmal regulation. anti-pornography women ignore the threatening history of the Ontario 

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

Perhaps the mast r e v a h g  aunmon accusation is that of mllaboration Both groups accuse the 
f 

other of cooptation and of bena-ying 'me' feminist interests. Radical feminists opposed to pornography 
5 - P 
, . i I 

are coopted by the kght wmg - they have worked together in the area of legal reform - and, ultimately 



they agree with the m o ~ d  Writy about the eradication of all &xually expliat material. They betray 

feminist interests bf'ilmposing moral standards and ignoring women's specificity and sexual needs. 

!haahst women opposed to censorship are accused of having collaborated with the mainsueam media and 

the pornographers themselves. Varda Burstyn's hterview in Fonun is cited as an example of how socialist -. 

women beuay feminist interests by trusting patriarchal institutions and disqussing feminist disagreements 
* -  - 
u- 

in public f& 

It appean thit each side accuKs the other of defending issues that it percehes to be the most 

threatening t6 women. ~ n t & o r n o g r a ~ h ~  feminisfs criticize anti-censorship women of being so strongly 
a 

opposed to ensorship that "they argue backwards* from that point to a defense of p~rnography.~' 
*-. u 

+ 

Anti-censorship women see that some anti-pornography feminists have attempted to downplay the threat , 

of censorship by ridiculing anempts to reveal the hidden political motives in the actions of such groups as 
I ( 

the Ontario Censor Baud Anti-pornography women define censorship as a variegated practice 

determined by mntert and destructive in depgrees, which is exactly the way in which &kcensoffhip 

women defrne pornography. Both groups are attempting to b n e e i r  issue to the foreground of ferninis1 
Q 

. - 
discussion. 

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

very differently ; their accornpan ylng analyses $emy different areas of concennation. Racfical feminists 
- 

see sexuality to be the p r i m  sphere of oppression for women and have developed an extensive, analysis , 

-. 

of it W s t  women have a more complex understanding of the machinations of the state and see it as a 

fundarnenral source of women's oppression. B o ~  poups point out the limitations of h e  other's analysis; 
. T- 

r a d d  feminists criticize sodalist women's feaF.of the state. socialist women critiaze r a d d  feminists' fear 

of sexual imagery. In light of h s ,  the deeper structures of the debate become clearer. Simply, these 
J *;fl 

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

e- 

These fundamental differences, I contend, lie=in each position's defimtion of patriarchy and 

ideology, and in its perception of feminist praxis,.,pe implementation of theory into practice. Tnese - 
,- 



differences, in 

itself. I t  is no 

time again. - 

- 
turn, betray even more profound differences in the percept2on and definition of feminism 

wonder, then, that the debate about pornography and censorship has stalemated time grid 

\ 

Fundamental Differences 

d .  
In this section the sim'ilarities between the two positions on pornography and censorship will beused as a 

* 1- 
point of entry into a discussion of the areas where, I contend, the fundamental differences in the two 

d- 

arguments have em&ed: in the defhtion of patriarchy, ideology. the understanding of feminist praxis. 

and the definition of feminism itself. 

The anti-censorship and anti-pornography 'arguments h&e been explored in detail in the preceding 

chapter and the section above. It has been made clear that the positions thest womer, have taken in 

relation to the isshs have revealed quite different underschdings of more fundamental issues such as the 

ture of sexuality. power, and the role of the srate. I have &ted thai these wderlying assumptions % 
reflect a longer standing division within feminism: the division between radical feminism and socialist. 

These differences have also been explored in the preceding chapter. But what are the 

between these- two positions? 

- Both positions seem to agree thar the function of pornography is an ideological one. Pornography 

is seen as a form of advertising and of sex education that helps to maintain the status quo. Both 

am-pornography radical feminist analysts and anti-censorship socialist feminist theorists rely on the 

concept of '&al construction' in their understanding of the issues. Both claim that it is necessary to see 
< 

pornography as socially constructed and culturally specific. They also agree that sexuality is a social 

construcuon and both borrow concepts from the work of Michel Foucault Why, then, do 

antqornography women and anti-censorship wdmen disagree on the actual definitions of pornography 

and censorship3 

P 



\ 
' ? \ 

It may be contended that these wmen  dmgm because they are working with diffe t idcas about 
. i \ 

what relations of power constitute thgseciety &which these phenomena are constructed and the 
\ 

process of consrmction works. It seems obvious that these two groups differ in their definitions f 9 , i. 

patriarchy and ideology. 

Patriarchy and Idedogy 

Radical feminist3 analysis of and position in relation to pornography betrays a conviction that the most 

oppressive and pervasive power relation of all human relations is that which exists between men and 

Patriarchy is defined as the systematic oppression of women by men, or. simply, as -a syswm of \ 

oppression based on gcnd'er. Radical feminists believe that patriarchy has existed throughout history and 
\, A 

across cultures. Patriarchy also perpetuates the most prevalent ideology in the modem world; it affects all 

relationships: all ways of being, all ways of perceiving. Patriarchal ideology is defined as a w6rld view 
1 

based on the oppression of women by men, and is undgrs-tOod to be produced by men and imposed on 

women. 

These women understand sexuality to be the "primary &a1 sphere of male power"". For tadicai 

feminists there is no 'outside' patriarchy: its ideology is all encompa~sing.~~ Consequently, there is no 

'true' female sexuality. They, therefore. have developed an extensive analysis of female sexuality and 

sexual oppression. It is from this perspective that they define pornography and sexuality as sexual 

violence against women and determine &ategies for combatting them. It is also from this perspec&; that 

these women s$t the overdl agenda for feminist action. It is not surprising, then. that ending sexual 
I 

violence is the first item on their agenda. 

Sodalist feminists also understand pamarchy to be the systematic oppression of women by men, but 
" 

# 

they defme it further by insisting that';t has taken different forms over time and across cultures. 
s ' 

Although these women perceive patriarchy as a predominant, pervasive, and oppressive form of m a 1  
; 

organization, they contest that h e  structures of capitalism are equally oppressive and pervasive: "socialist 

feminists look towards both an economic, class and gender system as being essentially responsible for 



creating the matrix of ofrpression in which we live".57 These two systems of power relations combined 
I 

oppress both men and women, but women doubly so. Women's oppression is seen to take place q e  

economic sphhqes of life as well as the sexual ones. Socialist feminists believe that the structures of 

capitalism and all aspects of life. But, they also believe that individuals snd mmmunities 

can pose challenges, through various forms of action, to these dominant orders. 
1 

P$ 

Sodalist women define ideology as a dynamic proces.~, an area of srmggle $t is'continually being 
1 

shaped and reshaped by conflicts that take place between institutions - such as the media an3 the state - ', 

which serve dominant interests, and individuals and groups who are striving for economic and sexual 
D 

xtonorny." It is from this perspective @at socialist feminists opposed to censorship define pornography 

as a variegated genre of cultural product that includes nomexist and misogynist imagery, and sexuality as 

a sphere of soda1 relations that is potentially both dangerous and pleasurable for women. !kialist 

feminists base their strategm for combatting pornography and sexual oppression, as well as their long 

term goals for feminism, on this definition of paoiarchy and this dialectical understanding of ideology. It 

is not surprising that one of their primary goals is ecbnomic autonomy for women 

The more superficial differences in the radical and socialist feminist positions on pornography can 

be partial y reduced to the theoretical issue of how patriarchy and ideology are defined. Radical feminists 

see i eology as some 'thing' that is imposed from above by men; they do not feel women can escape its d 
pervasive effects. Theoretically. then. within this understanding. there is no hope for women, no agency. 

, 

no possibility for fighting back. Sodalist feminists' definition of patriarchal capitalism and their-definition. 

of ideology, which includes the possibility that women and other oppressed groups can fight back to 
s 

express alternative views and, perhaps, help to influence the development of society, leaves room, in 
:k 

theory. for women's individual and colfective agency. In the sodalist feminist theory of patriarchy women 

can be both oppressed and empowered; there is p~tential for women's liberation. in the radical feminist 
4 

definition of patriarchy and understanding of the topdown imposition of its ideology, there is no room 

for such empowerment Women's agency ends with the naming of oppression. 
1 



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 to a corsideration of the next 

fundamental difference that has emerged between radical and sodalist feminists in the debate about 

pornography: their understanding of praxis, or the relationship of theory to practice. 

Feminist Praxis 

S&dist feminists have criticized radical women for only seeing women's victimization and. therefore. 

o n 1 ~  fmding women's victimiption. Radical feminisi~eory is understood to be profoundly pessimistic 
pL g' 

and limited The anti-pornography movement's analysis of the victimization of women through 

pornography severely limits,-scciaiist women claim. women's self-perception as social agents who have the 

ability to influence their life course. The lack of potential emancipation for women in ralcal feminist - 
* 

&eory is seen to have a direct impact on the kinds of strategy radical feminists develop and put into 

practice. 

Sxiahst feminists feel it is necessary for their strategies "to reflect the morahty (they) want to 

build" to "get at all the causes of violence and sexi~rn".'~ Varda Burstyn stipulates that, in order to do this. 

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 arid sexes, we 
. must ground our legal and sa5al actions in the best of what people are living today, not the worst60 ' 

h 

Socialist feminists believe that all feminists should make sure that the methods and strategies they use do 
I 

not undermine their goals. In this way, socialist women work from a dialectical understanlng 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 feminist practice3 

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 

,s. 4.i 
\+ 

the method or stategy wed 'orgmzes the apprehension of h t h  (and) ... determines what$munts as \ 

evidence and defines what is to be taken as verifimtion"." Their strategies are directed toward revealing 

the 'uuth' of women's oppression For radical feminist women, strategy does not need to reflect the 
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-i A 
desired ends themselves, but should reflect and actactupon the real material drcumstances that exist, in the 

present,,for women 

Radical f e ~ ~  is gounded in the &ition of women within patriarchy: a position of= 

oppr&&. For these worn- masciousness raising, which is the oollective naming of women's 

.+ 
experience of ~ r e s s i c m ,  is "the major technique of analysis, structure of organization, method of practice 

- 
and theory of social change of the women's rno~&enf".~~'All feminist action and theory is based upon 

-ai.d - 
wolpen's concrex experienar of oppressim 

k 

5 

Radical women refute the U s t  feminist critique that they deny women agency. Susan Cole 
, 

states: "people say 'you see women as victims', I say we see women as survivors and incredibly strong. 

they c;an do amazing things."b3 They claim that they revive d d  champion women's voices from within the 

constraints of oppression, and that the power of this mllective voice is the revolutionary force of 

feminism. The presumption of women's ability to understand the mechanisms of their oppression is the 
-. 

basis for radical fe-&nist ttieory. 

, P 

Radical feminists criticize wialist feminists' praxis by chiping that these women assumeagency on 

the part of women before they have actually achieved i t  By doing this, radical women- contend, they 

obscure the reality of women's oppression Soaalist feminists assume equality in their action "rather than 

maling the action irseif do something to make quality come about".64 Susan Cole cites the example of 

the Minneapolis ordinince: 

MacKinnon and DworkinJidn't want to devise a law that 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, equali ty... instead of establishing a; law that 
assumes it's already taken place.65 

R.a&cal women, therefore, do not concern thernseives with 'liberatory thinking' but, rather, work for short 

term g d s  to alleviate women's condition of oppression They do not, however, lose sight of their long 

term aspirations: abolition of the gender system66 For them, any action that might help improve the lives 

of women is endorsed t'> 



Many socialist women feel that consciousness raising and the strategy of naming was aqe of 

primary imporeance for women. They contend, however, that it has ceased to be a useful way of bringing 

skmt social change. Instead, socialist feminists argue, thismategy only ~rpetuates the structures of 

patriarchy that oppress women by threatening men and further entrenching them in their positions as 

oppressors. Socialist women feel it is necessary to move beyond what they see to'be this initial stage of 

naming, beyond the feaz and rage that motivated so many women to take up feminist activities, to the 

development of more 'positive These women feel that it is important for feminists t.q 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. . 

Soaalist 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 

tran~formation"~' and exhort women to work on a-diverse number of issues within feminism and on those 

issues which concern women in other soda1 movements. Soaalist women believe "all those who struggle 
k. 

against oppression must try to discover the underlyinj causes of that oppression andseparate these causes 

from the more superficial symptoms".69 

Radical feminist theory, then, is meant only to be the description of women's experience within 

patriarchy;while sbcialist feminist theory contains, within itself, a certain vision of human liberation and. 

ideas about movement toward change. W s t  feminist praxis is based on the dialectical relationship 
- 

between material experience and theory, and the idea that we name partially dete-rmines we 

name. Radical feminists, alternatively, work from the ground up, from action to theory, experience to 

description, and from a formulation that At=;  we experience determines we name iL Simply 

put, radical feminist praxis is. based on the concrete actions of women, while, for socialist feminists 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 



merit of kc mueaues of society and the ma, and muld potentially lead womm and the movementz 

into dangerous situations Radical feminists concede that socialist women may have a plethora of k+ 

strategies, but & that they are m diverse and ta, diffuse to effectively change the plight of women 

In smiqlht femihim theory women's liberation and autonomy may already e m  but in practice their 

implementation, based on sodalin strategies, wil l  take a very long time. ~ a & d i n ~  Gdical feminists, 

the many womm who soffer daily at the hands of men cannot wait. The fact that radical feminists 1 on 
the immediate concern of women explahs why not all feminists are socialist feminists. 

Feminism and its Gwls 

In the preceding segments, I have reviewed and analyzed the differences between radical and socialist 

feminist definitions of patriarchy and ideology 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. 

I t  seems obvious that the difierences outlined above, in the definitions of patriarchy, ideology and i 

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 defse feminism, how they 

describe the movement, and what they see its goals to be. 

Radical feminists have defined feminism as: 

a method of analy& and work, and a perspective that  pus women fm. 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 &ationship between the sexes, and notices that 
one sex has more power over the other and does something to change thatT1 

Radical feminism means emphasizing the collective experience of women as oppressed It means 

"concenuating on those experiences that have. to do with women, what woqen have in common: - 
experiences like rape, abohok economic discrimination, motlierho@ prostituti& For these 

women, the oppression of women by men is fmf above all other social relations, and is considered 



unique: "(t)here is nothing analogous to the situation of women in relation to 
i 

The goal of radical feminism is "the transformation of (this) ...p ervasive system based on genderw." 

-31 is believed that women's experien&-of 

motherhood and the sexual division of latjour offers the material basis for a more 
relationship to the world and others, and the potential.,of an alternative consciousness and 
struggle for a non-alienated world75 - 

\ 

Feminism is a movement which conarns itself with he  revalhg of what have uaditionally been 

'feminine' qualities: women's repc3ssession of their reproductive capacities dnd their related qualities of 

n u m c e ,  COM~X~X~SS, continuity, creativity and integrati~n.'~ Society would be reordered in terms of 

these feminist principles. 

2 

Most radical feminists agree that feminism is a deeply e t h i ~ o v e m e n r ,  based on values that are 
/ 

grounded in the specificity of women's experience. The radial feminist movement, a&rding to Andrea 

Dworkin, attempts to be a social movement "based on the integrity of individuals"." For Dworkin the 

ideal is to be "able to experience people as individuals and not through these hierarchies and this prism of 

identity that people basically .develop as a way of surviving inequality and injustice"." 

9 
S" 

Radical women see the sphere of sexuality as the centre of women's oppression. Some radical 
A I 

women, therefore, urge women to escape this sphere of domination and t give up "their personal stake in 

hetero~exuality".~~ Radical feminists withdraw from many patriarchal institutions and work to create 

separate spaces for women: shelters and women's centres, medial clinics, and alternative cultural 

institutions such as feminist press, radio, music, dance and theatre. Their main goal is to allow women 

control over their own bodies. Most of their work, therefore, is in the areas of reproductive freedom and - 
sexual violence. 

Canadian radical feminist theorist Angela Miles develqx 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 outlink the characteristics of what she calls 'integrative feminism' 

Integrative feminism is a form of radical feminism that calls for the development of a "universal 



redefiatim of progres&ve wugglelto It is defined as "a thkry and politics built horn both women's 

oppression and women's potential snength"." Integrative feminism is determined to recognize the 

differences in the experiences of wamen, as well as their ammm experiences of domination: 
< 

Many feminist radicals are committed to building a movement which does not merely e* 

+ tolerate difference but celebrates it as a source of creative tension in the necessary struggle to 
redefine unity beyond samenessw 

Many integrative feminists believe, as has been illustrated in the preceding segment that the y le  of 

theory within feminism is limited Feminists, these women claim. must recognize that "all universal - 
claims must nwxssarily be Miles contends, hobever, that the many feminist theories of the 

oppression of women will, eventually. lead the way to a more complete understanding of the mechanisms 

of patriarchy." 4 

Integrative feminism, then, is based on thk assumption thaj "women's specific material experience 
A 

can ground a new vision of liberation and a redefinition of progressive politics".15 These women propose 
A 

the revaluing of female qualities such as nurturance. connecmjaess, and unity as a goal of the feminist 

project They feel that their movement, while it accepts the differences in women's experiences, is 

ultimately concerned with the integ~ation of all of these various perspectives into an interconnected, 

unified feminist movement 

Swialist feminists defrne feminism as: 

A philosophy that asserts the right of women to full equality within society. and, beyond 
that, argues fcr a societf 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'tt6 

Varda Burstyn states: 

I've always made the point that feminism is the understanding that women are o p p r h  and 
the commitment to fight i t  I've always insisted that's the only thing you can say about 
feminism because once you've said that everything else is differentiated, there's nothing else 
that unites women" 

t - 

Souahst feminists' g& are to challenge modern society at its roots, and to transform all 

institutions. especially economic and political iosdtutions, and the realms of sexuality and in 
k -- 



\ 

such a way as to grant all human beings equal access to power. Socialist women wish to challenge aot 

only patriarchy but the suuctures of capitalism as well. 
k 

i F 

4 
These women. wish to develop " a oense of political unity among oppressed groupsa.** They 

. 
eritburage women's culture and women's art and other forms of cultural work in the hopes of fostering 

sense of community among all oppressed people. They work towards the aheration of the nuclear family 

and the development of family communities, amperative homes and community sharing of different dnds 

of responsibility. They also work towards reproduc@ve Freedom and economic autonomy for women. 

For socialist feminists "it is necessary to !approach all political issues, with a corrsciousness that is 

explicitly feminist as well as explicitly anti-racist &d explicitly The socialist feminist 

movement, therefore, is characterized by: I 
P ,  

an alliance of different groups of women..whp, on various levels. want to promote q u d i r y  
for all women, and (it) encompasses many different philosophies, different socioeconmcs. 
different racial and sexual positions.90 

Many socialist women 'feel, partially as a result of the debate on pornography. censorship and 
Q 

sexuality, that fe&sm should not strive toward unification, but should recognize the many vded 

perspectives of women and realize that 'their different intepretations of the nature of women$ oppression 
E 

are vital to the movement Socialist feminists state that the development of ocdunitary ideology of 

feminism is a dangerous step that +d exclude many women who 'are necessary to the movement'' 
-'* 

They endorse organizing with other social movements. as well as continuing to develop a strong. separate. 

diversified women's movement Varda Burstyn states: 

I no longer believe that movements for change which don't have feminism as a pan of them 
can aeate the lasting changes that they want..fe'hnism is deeply necessary to these 
movements, otherwise you have the reproduction of oppression within movements for social 
change.91 

As has been mentioned in the previous segment, socialist feminists believe m a consonance butween 

means or strategies they choose to effect, and t h e k d s  they are striving for: 

Socialist feminists expect that there will be a distinctive revolutionary period. characterized 
by acute social turaoil, but they also expect that this turmoil-will be determined by die kind 



e - 
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p a r n ~ k u i y  m c d  for (heir wort wilh mtn I. u n i ~ m  m Nonh A m e M  md lhnr su& for vanm 
3 

a solhnty m e m u m  in n i r d  Waid  tia am. feel lhal faninism must be able lo.tp& to women's 
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and new anal of women's oppression Both groups also see the n&ty for feminist involvemmt in 7 
otber mid movements,-h as the pea= and environmentalist movements. It  appears &t the only 

: n 
m 

difference that arks here is in each pas i t ids  nadn& of the way in which they choose to incorporate this 

Qversity. Radical feminists d l  their effon to embrace diversity in women's experiences 'integration'. 

W s r  feminists call it 'malition'. -- - -- 
Radical feminist theory has developed over tkie years, from an initial belief in the ovemdlng 

m m m o n a l i ~  of women in the early pan of thc movement, to a recent growing recognition and 

iwrporation of the beat diversity of women's interests and experiences The rrqpriry of radial feminist 
a, 

theory, howeger, still qk&s t~ one group of women. who are supposedly unified b) the threat of sexual 
i 

violem and male oppression. 

Ir is interesting to note thar the radical feminist movement is using a term to describe their 

movement's practices that belongs u, the ternnology associated with their movement's goals: the 
-7 

- 'mtegrauon' of all women under the general e r i c  of feminism and the '~pegrariue transformation of 

life' which 

enacting a 

I these women would like to acheve." It may be contended thar radcal feminisr women are 
-4. 2.- 

h n d b f  meani-ends mnsonance. an act for rh i& the; 6 v c  often criti@!nled socialist women. 

In any case, this rcmgniuon of bverslty LS subsumed mder  the rabcal. integrauve femms, goals of 'un~r) 

beyond sameness' and a 'universal feminist poiiti&" 

. L ,  

Sadist feminists have called their attemprs to deal with women's thverslry ' d i r i o n ' .  As opposed 
% 

lo the radcal, feminist strategy of i n & a u o n .  the m c e p t a f  d i , t i o n  is pan of uaalist  fermnisrsl very 

definition of feminkim. I r  is in the fundamental nature of the movement to r e a p z e  the limits of 

woincn's mmmon Cxperience and h undc~&~d the need for the expression of thcw. diffe;encn. The , 

mnceprof coalition benays an idea of political action that is brected toward particular women's issues. a 

oppscd to lhe development of an overarching feminisr palilia. 
d 

I t  wwld k rns contention. however. thar these positions share more simiiaritles than differences in 

thtir definitions of the function of the rnovihent Both groups speak of the n-ty for the movement 



to address and respect the individual. Andrea Dworkin states: "(w)e've always tried to build a movement 

that was based on the integrity of Both Sara DiamondIo1 and Chris Bearchelllo' f& a 

sodal movement should address individual demands and make rodm for individual voice and action. 

These spoktspeople fof: each position appear to share a similar understanding of the nature of the 

movement 

If these similarities exist; some questions remain to be answered Where does each position fit in 

the other's incdfptnation of diversity? Is the radical feminist notion of integration flexible enough to 

allow for the socialist feminist pcsiticm and the anti-censorship movement, theory. strategy, action and all? 
-> 

And conver&ly. does the sodlist  feminist concept of coalition politics include the anti-pornography 

movement's analysis and suategies? Would the radical feminists be willing to integrate the sodalists and 
I 

would the sodalists be w i h g  to coalesce with the radicals? 

Ln theory at least. it appears so. Radical integrative feminists should embrace the socialist feminist 

analysis of paniarchp as a part of their evolving theory of women's oppression. Socialist feminists, as 

well. should not have a problem accepting the radical feminist - positions, since they advwate the concept 

- of a coalition movement They should consider radical feminist activists who are opposed to pornography 

to be just one pan of a diversified women's movement If difference of opinion and diversity of 
6 

experience u e  so well tolerated by both positions then what is the debate on pornography and sexuality 

a bout? 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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CHAPTER5 

THQUGKTS ON THE DEBATE 

- - 

Introduction 

b In the previous cbapter I presented an interpretation o , the debate in which I contended that the more 

- superficial d iweeaents  a b u t  pornography and censorship within feminism were based on much more 

fundamental issues. I was able to point ouL through an examination of each position's criticisms of the 

other, the fan that hti-pomography*md anti-censoIs6ip women worked from different areas of 

emphasis. ~nti-pornography women placed a great gal of importances the realm of sexuality. Their 

. analysis of a s  area was intensive and detailed. Anti-cewrship women, on the other hand, emphasized 

the area of gate 'power and its potential threat to women. Stated simply, it became obvious that both of 

these groups were arguing past each other; criticizing two different phenomena, pornography and 

censorship, from analyses concerned with two different spheres of power relations, sex and the state. It 

also k a m e  clear that not only were these women debating each other about different issues, they were 

arguing from different definitioni of ideology, patriarchy, and feminist praxis. 

In this chapter 1 will continue with an analysis of the debate. In the fmt &on of the chapter 

entitled 'Some thoughts on the Debate' I will take up the questions based on the interre1aGd concepts of 3r 

'discourse', 'power', and 'language' that I posed in the first chapter. I will discuss how these concepts help 

to elucidate the debate and will speculate as to the fundamental nature of the debate. In the second 
- - - 

section of the chapter entitled 'Some More Thoughts' I will present 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 chapter will include speculation as to the 

impact of the debate a b u t  pornography and censorship on the Canadian feminist movement based upon 

readmgs, interviews and personal experience. By doing this, I hope to reveal some new insights into the 

nature of the debate an4 perhaps, thereby, point the way toward some healing of wounds within the 

feminist mmmuhiU. 



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 ih which to 

ameptualize the debate. I also posed some questions about the debate based upon these concepts. I 

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 

fundarnend nature of the debate? I 

I would like to suggest that if, as has been discussed in the first chapter, dominant institutional 

dis&urses constrain and limit what is visible. what is considered problematic. and.What we are able to 

discuss, then it is necessary to question the ways in which the debate within ferniniim about pornography 

and censorship might reflect these constraints and limitations. It is my updon  that this debate reflects 
' \ ,& 

the smctures of ths) dominant discourse to a great extent. I would dsb submit that the fact that many 
i"F 

feminists have not looked beyond the issues, beyond "what is tisible, the relation between objects and 

m c  epts...( that) the discourse proposesw1. !ns prevented a resoluljon of the debate and a consolidation of 

a feminist position around the issues. 

simply stated I feel that feminism has fallen prey to%fi&ing of the issue of pornography that is 
I 

- the result of the politid doctrine and discourse of civil libertarianism and patriarchal democratic 

capitaJllsm I yeel it would be a fair assessment to state that within this discourse, political debate is most 
* .  I 

often characterized.hj polarized positions that ar&e from fundamentally different assumptions about the 
*, 

world. The '~foblem' of pornography has, traditionally, been juxtaposed with-the 'perils' of censorship. 
k 

We are given a choice between 'pornography' and 'censorship'. to fight against one is to embrace the 
4- -, 

gther. There is simply not room, within this discome of polarized political debate, to reject or embrace 

both. 



I feel it has become clear, throughout the analysis and exposition conducted in the earlier chapm, 

that both anti-pornography and anti-censorship feminists have been aught  up irrthis frarmng of the 

issue. This is illustrated in wier 4's segment entitled 'Some Thoughts on the Criticisms'. I make the 

point there that anti-pornography women argue from a critique of pornography to a defense of 

censorship, and that anti-eensorship femmsts . . argue fnnn a critique of cellsonhip to a defense of -- 
pornography. Although both groups reject the patriarchal, avil libertarian, or conservative, moral 

, 

positions on the issues, and o@ose 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 they 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 frarmng 'pornography versus 

ce~lsorship' is itself a construction of rnasculinist discourse, feminists have been caught u p 3  attempting to 

resolve a battle that need not be taking place. It can be claimed that an inability to determine the ways in 

which dominant patriakhal 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 thiough and beyond the rigid ways of thinking 

imposed by dominant di;;sou.rses which are incontradiction with the feminist enterprise2 ; to examine the 

blanks, silences and oversights in the discourse with "a new gaze, an informed gaze, itself not the product 

of any individual, but made possible by changes m the exercise of vision".' Why is it that paujarchal 

capitalist society is unable to reject both pornography and censorship? How does this particular 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 dbminant discourse? 

It may indeed be true that the debate within feminism about pornqpaphy and censorship reflects 

pamarcha1 ideas about the constitution of 'political debate', b u ~  as we- have seen in the previous chapters. 
4 

this debate has revealed more fundamental differences of opinion within the movement How are we to 

come to understand these differences? 



* 
Thompson and other theoreticians have asserted that language is power and that most power 

Q % -- 
snuggles are concerned with signification, with the naming of reality. In lighwf this. I would contend 

Y* 

that the previous chapters have revealed the fact that this debate has been, 6n every level: & debate about 

language and naming; struggles over definition, over-who will take the power to name reality. This 

hypothesis might be appiied to every level of the debate examined so far. On the most s u p e r f i ~  level, 

we have seen a struggle between two definitions of pornography and two definitions of censorship. This 

struggle in tun has revealed two opposing undersmdmgs 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 ideology are at 

,, odds, as are their beliefs about the nature of feminist praxis. 

I have pointed out that all of these definitioaal struggles are, in a sense, contained within and 

exposed by the tw&undamentally diflerent 'namings' of the 'realities' of pornography and censorship. It 
~ > 

has b m m e  clear through the process of review and analyses undertaken in the previous chapters that 

these two different 'namings' have their basis in a more fundamental definitional Struggle that h& existed 

for many years within-feminism: the smuggle between radical feminists and socialist feminists. In 
w 

it appears that the feminist debate about pornography, at some point in its development, has been 

effect 

ampted, directed and, in essence, displaced by the debate between prominent radical and socialist 

feminists. This cooptation has not only excluded many feminists whoho 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. 

misogynist pornography and sexual violence against women and children. Radical feminist discowse and 

miahst feminist discome have been competing, by means of the debate about pornography. for 

dominance within feminism. I contend, therefore, that what this debate is 'about', the issue it is most 

concerned with is the determination of the definition of feminism itself. Who is going to have the power 

to defrne the reality 'fenhim'? 

At the end of Chapter 4.1 have epulated that both groups' def*tion of feminism and their view; 

about the incorporation of diversity and difference of opinion withln the movement are not theoretically 



very difieren; The d e b i t i d w u g g l e s  embodied in the debate. however, suggestotherwise. I would 

like to submit that feminists b v e  not only internalized the framing of the issues of pornography and 
.* 

censorship From patriarchal dominant discourse, but have accepted dominant m e t h a  of political debate 
\ 

as well. This point is evidenced by th; polarized positions, vihiolic accusations and counter-atqations. 
c 

and the tones of reproach and amdemaation that characterize the feminist literature in this area. 

We have been engaging in a struggle of words, for power, that is deeply anu-feminist i0 more ways 

than one. In t e r n  of radical feminist discourse this struggle for power, for the right to defrne and direct 

the feminist agenda seriously conmvenes the view that power is a male amstruction and that in a 

- fem'inist world, all power relationships would be abolished. And, contrary to socialist feminists' desire for 

' means-ends wnsistency in their praxis, this debate might be seen to threaten the long term goals of the 

movement by damagmg the public face of femjnhn and by perpetuating bad: feeling among its 

mnstitutents. in either case, it seems clear that the p i n t  at which constructive criticism might have been 

exchanged has long past. and that the dehte is no longer serving the interests of the movement 

The application of the concepts of dimuise:language and power to the d e w  has demonstrated 
6 

some ways in which the feminist enterprise, even at the height of internal upheaval and change, might by 

~oopted 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 sodalist women wish so desperately to change. We, as feminists, must 

m e  to recognize this fact and rethink the purposes of the debate. Perhaps, if this were to be done, we 
3 

might dissolve the deadlock in this battle for the power of naming, and move out of this u n n w  war 

zone. 



&e More Thounhts 

b 

At the end of the previous chapter I contended that although sodalist and radical feminists appcmd to 
+, 

share only differences, there was one glaring similarity between them: their belief in the n-ty for - - 

I - - 
diversity and difference of opinion within the feminist movement I then pointed out thaf as a result of 

k 

this shared opinion, each position should welcome the other, but that this has not occurred. The ictmse . 
and divisive debate on pornography and censorship has occurred instead Why? 

This fact, the contradiction between what is believed and what has o m e d  in reality, might be 

seen to lead-to-two conclusions. The fust is that both of these groups have trouble putting their ideals 

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 raper, the way in which each group c h o w s  to put their 

'theoretical selves' into practice. Theoretically each group should accept the other but in reality they do 

not, therefore, therc 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 to 

achieve them. 

In the following segments I will discuss the problems and contradictions I have found in each 

position's praxis as well as the related problem of feminist ethics. In this way I hope t~ emphasize and 

bring to the foreground some of the central causes of the debate. 

Prdlems with Radical Feminist Prbxis 

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 _ .b 
system and yet advocate the use of existing state smctures to help women. This pursuit of *on term 

\ 

goals, of legal remedies for the prpblem of pornography in.particular, works against these women's desire 
..--. 

for long term revolutionary change, socialist women contend and. thereby. renders them prime capdidam 

II 'I 

I 





. . sex likemmamm is based aa the assumed neassity for this kind of collsanance. the merging of ideals and 

' 6  
aftion Radical women smmg.ty meet to sex libamiam because they feel that sex libertarians have 

contradiae$ thar feminisr prindples and pohtical beliefs in order to enjuy sen In this way. radical 

faninist women appear to ad-= a symmetry between means and ends in the reaim of sexual practice. 

Also, there is a defrnitc meaas-ends consonance between radical women's goals and their description pi 
I 6 

the movement It seems obvious they would like feminist practice to reflwt the feminist prinaples of 
I 

- 1 
unity and integration; principles they have espoused for a feminist future.' I 

I 

Radical feminists' statement tbat they work for short term goals and that they do not care about 
dl 

m d d s  cqn~~nance is plainly i n w e n t  with many of their actions in which a meanrends 
/ 

coxmnanrx is obviously advocated. I would like to point out that perhaps the r a d d  feminist refutation -". 

of a means-cnds m~fsonance arises only when it concern the strategy of govtrnmental regulation of 

pornography. In other areas, for example the area of sexual practice, a symmen), between theories, goals. 

and action is desired. It could Gsuggested then. that radical women's contention that they do not care 

a b u t  rneans-ends symmem is put into e f f d  only when it serves their interests. 7 h s  pomt will be 
\I 

explored inore thoro~@~ly later. 

- 
I wodd also like to suggest that the desire to better the irnrnedate situation of women does not 

- 

mean it is necessary to &~regard fernirhst history or the possible long term ramifications of mnain actions. 

I would sub&[ that stating that one simply 'does not care' about th&retical correctness is not a logical 

response to a question about the fulfillm.ent of long term feminist goals. Nobody is asking these women 

for 'theoretid col-rccmess', only for a reasonable assessment of the long term implicaticns of their 

pmposed short urn malcples. There is no reason why this cmn%t occur. 

Accorbng radcal women there is no 'outside' patriarchy and. therefore. there can be no 

. alternative erotic imagery or sexual bractice.' They also claim that the role of theory is slmply one of 

description, of "the system the way tha~ it is".' Radical women believe it i s  necessary to gve voice to 

wanen as they are upprmed withm patriarchy. lo speak their experiences &d theii desires for the future. 



Radical feminists fcel that this practice is inherently revolutio&ary. They refute theo* that is prescriptive. 

Socialist feminist theory, for example, which contains ideas about women as autonomous and empdwered 

in the present is seen to presume women's equality and to be unrelated to the experiences of real women 

&adical women also see the role of theory as secondary to that of political action 

I woul~  like to take issue with these assumptions. First, radical women's contention about building _, -- - 

a theory based m pure description is simply unrealistic. Their writing about the patriarchal world may be 

informed by the experiences of women and spoken from the perspective of women, but'ferninist theorists 

go far beyond description when their analyses begin to speculate about 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 assume the nature of those desires, as unification, nurturance etc.. and 

presume that the desires are the same for all women. I wouid contend that if a radical feminist 

theory/description wasmuly women-cenued 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 to those changing desires and 

radical feminist women had done this they might have succeeded 
fl 

experiences more freely. Perhaps if 

in maintaining widespread popular 

support instead of the margmahed status they experience today. 

Radical women would do well to analyze more carefully their theory and the role it plays in the 
4 .  

1 ". determination of action. Where and for what Kasons do strategy and action reflect each other? How 

might these women ppen up channels of communication between themselves and younger women who , 

feel alienated from them? What kinds of impact have the changes wrought by the movement had on + 

women's lives? Does radical feminist writing reflect them? What is the nature of our oppression in 1987? , 

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 

Saggar is contending that much of radical feminist theory merely describes the various aspects of male 



tj I 
dominance and the nature of male power. It sees male power in all its f o m .  including p k g m p h y ,  as - 

T = 

the primary agent in the oppression of women Radical theorists do not look beyond thi's fact to atternpy 

an explanation of the reasons for male dominance, 

It is not necessary for women to render a mmpleted theory of s d a l  structures. but it is necessary 

for them to understand that one of the r@es of feminist theory must be to look behind the reality of 

women's oppression and beyond basic descriptions of i t  Theory exists. as art does, to pose questions. 
& 

challenge ways of thiqking and perceiving and, perhaps most importantly, to offer interpretations on the 

workings of human life. Radical feminist theory most certainly poses questions and challenges. But 
.* 

radical feminist women, as actors in a movement toward social change, must attempt to 'get at' the causes 

of this male power which they are so anxious to end. As well, they must attempt to assess the eJfects of 

the kinds of challenges they are posing in their work. Do their analyses and descriptions further their . 

goals? It is only in this way that radical feminists might 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 concerned with political a&on first before theory and philosophy. This is not an inadequate 

response. Radical feminist women have accomplished more concrete changes and implemented more 

support systems for &omen than any other faction of the movement It is m e  that their &rect political 

action such as pickets, demonstrations and boycons have garnered much attention fopm the media, 

government and the public at large. These women's disGt  of overarching political. theories as blue 

prints for action is also entirely understandable, given the history of pamarchy. - 
\../ 

1 would contend, however, that feminist analyses and action ar$equally important parts of a 
i' 

movement toward social change. Radical feminist emphasls on the primacy of one of these areas, political 

acdon, is simply not sfl~ci'ent As has been discussed above, radical-feminist theory is more than mere 

description. It is a prescription for social change based on analyses of women's oppression and some 
- 



t' 
a ,  

women's visions of a feminist future. This prescriptive element in radical feminist theory necessarily 

affect6 the kinds of actions taken by radical feminists It is crucial that these women reagnhe 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 expedmcy, 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; I would 

suggest that real social transformation cannot take place unless this point is recognized. 

-- Radical women, then, must be able to look past their short term goals and actions and attempt to 

assess the long term impact of these practices. Asswell, the role of radical feminist theory should be 

reexamined. revalued and redefined beyond its 'descriptive' label and its secondary status in order to 

resolve internal contradictions and potential misunderstandings. It is clear that most radical feminist 

writing iS descriptive, interpretive. analyt~cal, and prescriptive, based on feminist principles, with implicit 

assumptions about what a reordered feminist 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 theory 

does not detract from the reality of women's oppression in the present or from effective social action. In 

f a c ~  they are inextricably linked in ways these women should mme to recognize and explore. I 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 the dilemmas and contradictionsof being feminist in a 

paniarchal world. 
I 

M i e m s  with Sm'alist Feminist Praxis 

Radical feminists criticize socialst feminist praxis. action based on long term goals, by claiming that it 

does not permit truly effective action and presents no direct challenge to the system of patriarchy. 

h a l i s t  women's deslre for symmetry between means and ends. and subsequent advocacy of feminist 

amon in many diverse areas of soaal reform, produces strategy that is tm diffuse and which distracts 

from the more immediate concerns ofowoihen. Radical women claim that socialist feminists' boreticzl 

empowerment of woqen produces 'consonant' strateg~es which "address the values of the next generation. 



They do not address present tense oppres~ion".'~ Radical women feel that socialist women often affm 
I > 

"women's values at the cost of rwQriling our own oppression". 

Radical women feel that socialist feminists' chances h r  cooptation by the patriarchal status quo are 

great. Socialist women are seen to have borrowed aualytical tools and rhetoric from both civil libertarians 

and Marxist theorists without attempting to develop a specifically women-centred thdry of their own. 

With sodalist feminist action spread so fdin and with their theory so derivative it is no wonder. radical . 
feminists assen that they ammplish so little. Sodalist women &e destined for cooptation bemuse they 

pursue diffuse strategies and are divsrted From action byiabstract theoretical concerns. 

I must agree with the radical feminist critique that the socialist feminist concern for a means-ends 
7 

consonance prtrents problems at the strategic level. But I must disagree with the piticisms of socialist 

women's theory. I would contend that socialist feminist's adaptation and expansion of Marxist categories 

to include women's experience and their of psychoanalysis and other heuristic devices to explore the 

material basis of women's oppression, are bold actions - the equivalent on a theoretica1,level to any .. - ' 
radcal feminist action on a practical level. 

7 
In this segment, however, I wih review-the problems I have found with socialist feminist praxis. 

Simply, I would like to discuss the potential limitations of socialist feminists' concern with means-ends 5 
mnsonancc as it applies to strategy. I would also like to explore the ways in which mcialist feminist 1 
action is of& misunderstood as Liberal feminist work., Finally I will pose some questions about the 

scialist feminist strategy of producing alternative sexually explicit imagery. - L 

k a h s t  Promen must be aware that their concern with a consonance between goals and action can 

interfere with the confrontation of issues h t  are of immediate concern to women. Just as there is no 

reason radical women cannot attem to assess the long term implications of their actions, there is no ivi 
reason why socialist women should disregard short term gains for the sake of theoretical purity. It is true 

that the state-cm pdse a threat to womt;i. Sut radical krninists' work with municipal. provinual and 

federal governments has brought positive gains for women in the form of rape relief centres and homes 



for banered women Perhaps soGialist women should attempt to put their extensive analysis of libral 
5 

democratic capitalism into effect p a more frequent basis through more direct confrontations with the 

state. 

The sodalist feminist desire for a rneans+nds CoIlsorianlce and their determination a address mot 
. - 

'\ - 
. causes does, inevitably, lead to strategies that are diffuse and geneial. Varda Bmtyn's list of strategies for 

change in her essay "Beyond Despair: Positive Strategies" provides an example of the extent and diversity 

of the socialist feminist agenda. Burstyn has also made the t many socialist women have had 

difficulty addressing the issues, strategic and otherwise, debate about pomography.12 It may 

be hypothesized that this difficulty is the result of a lack of within socialist feminist activity. . , 

Simply stating that "economic independence for F e n  and young people"13 is the way to end the 

sexual. exploitation of women, that social problems will disappear Jter the restructuring of society along 

sbcialist feminists lines, as Burstyn does, is not sufficient This is the equivalent of suticg that all ' 

difficulties will be resolved &r the revolution. What are women to do in the meantime? Mal i s t  

feminists must present more concrete and realistic strategies that might help to begin this political, . 
I. 

economic and social uansfonnation. Most importantly, they must take action on them. 
> - F' 

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, thereby, limit the efficacy of their actions. 

Sodalist women believe that empowering women in theory increases the potential for women's liberation 
~ - 

in practice; they base their strategies on this belief. S6ialist feminists wish to expand women's i n t e r e k  - 

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 advocate the creation of 'alternative' sexual imagery and to 

adopt an anti-censonhip stmce. These strategies, however, are often misunderstood by others and seen 

to be defenses of freedom of expression and other Liberal democratic ideals; they give the impression that 

socialist feminists are liberal feminists. Socialist feminist work is often subsumed under the rubric of 

'reformist' and 'liberal' and their struggle toward major social mansformation ignored. Soc~alist women 



must increase their efforts to dstmgwh themselves from liberal feminists and analyze, more carefully, the 

ways in which their theoretical empowe&ent of.wonien can l i d  their actions. 

Finally, I would like to point out some diffculties I see in the"socia1ist feminist practice of creating 

alternative erotic imagery and their support for the exploration of a l t e d v e  forms of sexual expression. 
\\,- 

Socialist women advocate the aeation of alternative "sex positive"14 sexually explicit imagery, to 

counteract the effects of misogynist pornography. They have also defended the right of women to explore 
1 

different forms of sexual expression as': way of esrablishing more general ideas about a woman-defined 
*< 1 i 

sexhlity. Socialist women feel that all women must be free to seek their pleasure through practices and 

imagery, just as men are. f; 

?. 

I These strategies are most definitely in harmony with socialist feminists' theoretical assumptions, in 
0 

which they recognize sexuality and sexual imagery to be areas$where there is the potential of both danger 

and pleasure for women. Sociahst women rnvc0gnize that women are continually confronting thk tensipn 

in their sexual relations. They make the point that women should attempt to work past the tension, by 

trying to uncover and analyze the social redations involved in the formation of the danger and the ' 

pleasure. Women can, by doing this, empower themselves. The creation of alternative sexual image j is' 

a part of this empowerment process. Rather than working towards the eradication of misogynist 

pornwaphy. socialist wbmen advocate the more 'positive' strategy of exploring female erotic imagery and 

practice. 

Although I agree w i b  the strategy of attempting to create alternative sexual imagery, I fee1,that 

socialist women have not adequately addressed some of the problems inherent in this activity. Varda 

Burstyn and other anti-censorshp women have objected to laws regarding pornography on the grounds 

that- the determination of whatconstitutes pornography is &I interpretive act and that the interpretation of 

the images would be conducted and conuolled by pcople with non- and anti-feminist sentiments. I 

.contend that alternative imagery is just as sybject to misinterpretation g~izinstream pornography. By 

what and whose criteria is imagery determined to be 'alternative'? How are 'alternative' or 'positive' 



sexually explicit image makers to prevent their work from being misinterpreted, coopted or misused by 
* 

forces 'other' than those who are pmfminht, gay or socialist? 
i 

I*, 

Socialist women have repeatedly criticized radical feminists for se&g and imposing moral 

standards for the movement yet it seems clear that socialist women are espousing some kind of moral ' 

code in their determination of the criteria for 'sex-positive' and 'alternative' art and sex& practice. Not 
. . 

G 

only should socialist women explore and explain these criteria more fully, but they should root outsand 

make explicit the moral assumptions that are embedded in them. How do socialist women determine the 

alterity of their art work? Whai values are at work in this determination? What consitutes 'altemative' 

imagery? What is a 'positive' sexual practice? What kinds of work and practices do these categories 

exclude? 
, 

If sodalist women are going to advocate the practice of producing sexual imagery they must I 

contend, be aware of all the implications and limitations of this practice. They must assess how their 

alternative imagery is to becme a feasible way of counteracting misogynist mainstream pornography. 

1 How will these feminists and artists reach a broad based audience? Aside from the radical feminist belief 

that the content of *e imagery can never reflect anythmg but patriarchal sexual valup, how will the 

structure and prerogatives of capitalist production impact upon and affect the 'alternative' status of these 

Sodalist women, then, must examine ways in which uleir desire 

theoretical purity might interfere with possible, effective shorfterm 

the way in which their presumption of agency for women in theory 

the nature of their position in practice. Socialist women must atso present and take &tion upon more 

grounded and realistic mtegies for social change. They must beware of relegatin%kcd skggles 
d 

around specific issues, such as pomopaphy, to the status of postL'evolutionary concerns. These women 
4 

should maintain their diverse interests, but should attempt to &lidate their actions and resources in . - 
such a way as to providdissues around which various social movements might coalesce. Finally, socialist 



women should carefully examine all%f the problem and implications of creating alternative sexually 

explicit imagery. They'must explore and expose the moral assumptions embedded in the determinations 
/- 

of what consti&tes 'alternative' and 'sex positive'. It is only in these ways that socialist feminist women . 
will be able io tnake real their desires for collective 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 
p f 

of feminist ethics. ' Neither 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 concern 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 imposition 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 
/ 

feminist communities. These guidelines must recognize and incorporate the diverse experiences. beliefs 

and values of women.'' Referring to a feminist ethics of sexuality Mariana Valverede states: 

We need a frmework 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.16 

For socialist women, the question of the establishment of a feminist -this is a particularly 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" l 7  within 



Radical f& also believe $the need to establish a feminist ethical fhmework. They contend 

that it is impossibleto have a social and political movement that is value free1' and endorse the 
.. 

- 
determination of an ethical system b d  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 

separati~n."'~ Radical feminists claim that the movement is based upon principles "belonging particularly 

to womenW.'O These principles include nurturance, aeativity, integration, and recognition of others.21 

Feminist ethics and politics are defined, therefore, by these principles. Radical theorisfs 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 critic%% mdical feminists for creating a rigid axie of behaviour through 
a 

their advocacy of specific 'feminist' principles and their rejection of 'alternative' sexual practices. But 

radical feminists 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: 

...j ust how do you have a movement that encourages the integrity of so many individuals. 
rather than a politid movement that lays down a correct line, forces people to 
confom..We've always hied to build a movement that was based on the integrity of  individual^'^ 

Sonalist women, as discussed above, are also concerned with the problems inherent in the establishmkt 
0 '  

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 difiicult..for women to continue to explore the areas that are in conflict in 
their lives?" 

Both positions recognize the need for a feminist ethics arid both fee! a desire to incorporate the 

diverse experiences of women and to allow for as much space for exploration and %If-determination as 



possible within it I would however, that neither position has &n able $ adequa@y come to 

terms with the problem of feminist ethics pJLP" 

Although rascal women make their assumptions sbout the prindp1es that might constitute a 

feminist ethics more explicit than s h h s t  women do, it may be contended that the radical feminist ethical 

principles of nurturance, integration,z~nd creativity are too static and are bqsed only on some women's 

experiences of the world. I believe that in order for a feminist ethical system to avoid the perils of 

orthodoxy and repreSsion it m d t  evolve. Women's experience in the world has changed over the last 

twenty y e . ,  largely due to the work of feminists. A feminist ethics based on women's livcd experience. 

then, should reflect these changes as well as help to determine them. 
-. 

Alternatively. I believe socialist women have allowed their fear of conformity and orthodoxy to 
+ 

restrict their effom in the establishment of a feminist ethics. Most notably in the area of sexuality. these 

- women have zvoided 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 

'laissez-faire' attitude toward feminist sexual practice carries with it implicit value judgements and 

assumptions about 'correct' feminist behaviour. I feel that these women would better serve the movement 

if they wereLto carefully examine and make expliat these judgements in the form of a feminist ethical 

system. 

It is difficult to determine wh~ch approach to feminist ethics is more detrimental: the zealous 
rq 

attempts of radical wo*en to outline . a set of feminist principles, or sodalist feminists' 'hands off 
-1  - * 

approach and apparent reluctance to address the issue altogether. 8r In reality this fact is not important 
*, 

What is of importance is the.fact that the problem of a feminist ethics has surfaced as a crucial one within . 
the movement and that the debate about pornography and sexuality has brought it h the'fore. However, 

until the issue is addressed more thoroughly and conclusively by both positions, it is unlikely that a 

feminist ethics will do anything more for the movement than add @e animosity of the debate. 



S a e  Tharghts on the Cmrses of the Debate 
i 

in the preadmg chapters I have reviewed the - -. anti-pornography and anti-censorship potsitions on the 

issuek of pornography and censorship. I have interpreted the arguments and amtended that their 
- 

underlying assumptions betray an association with other factions w i t h  feminism: radical feminism and 

socialist feminism. I then asserted the fundamental differences between the two positions, radical 

anti-pornography 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 the question of feminist 
r' i 

ethics. In this segment I wodd like to pe these problems as a depamue point for a discussion of what I 

feel are some of@e root causes for the debate and for its continued animosity. 

I .  

in the fmt few paragraphs of this kction 'Some More ~ h o ~ i '  I concluded that one of the 
9 

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 

fernimst 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 kith the questi& 
Q 

of fernnisi ethio may be seen to provide'enough fuel, in themselves. through misundertandings 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 positions seem 

more than able to assess the limitations,of each other's arguments but appear unable and unwilling to 

listen to the criticisms and'to engage in critical self-reflection 
i" 

This fact leads naturally to the conclusion that radial and sodalist women are, in some way. intent 
i~ 

4-- 

m maintaining the divisions and unable to admit their difli&ties and open up to change. It becomes 
-7 

dear, at certain points in b t h  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 



more important than the issues themselves; the issues of pornography and sexual violence have been 

overshadowed by the debate between radiml and socialist feminists This process is evident in the radical 

feminist conkmion that it k not yet time ro impose a feminist ethicru The debate beam& 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 &is 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. 1 feel it is crucial that feminists today not only 

e'xamine the ways in which the movement might reach younger women. but carefully and critically ' a+ 

explore the ways fn which feminism. socialist and radical, has become institutionalized and marginalized 4 
in the twenty years since its second incamtion. Has feminism become a part of the status quo? As 

difficult as this may seem, we must look at the ways in which we might have developed an interest, & 

feminist activists or academics, in the maintenance o[ the status quo. I feel that the debate about 

\ 
. Z  pornbgraphy and censorship can. by-providing a specific example, shed some light on these issues. 

We must not forget that feminism has always been characterized by a high degree of critical 

self-reflection. Its priority has been to give v a i c v  the experiences of women in patriarchy; this also 

includes women's experiences of the feminist movement Its project has been doubleedged: to desaibe 

and explain the structures of women's oppression and to alter th;m." At this time. while the radkal right 

still holds power, feminists must not lose sight of their goals. Feminists cannot fall prey to 

institutionalization. We must be able to adapt and recognize the impaq of the changes we have helped to 

bring about A failure to do this simply means death for the movement 



In ihc krx t v ~ ~ ~  l h a v e  discus& w h a ~  i have found to be rope of the c a m  of the debale and 
. 

some of the rtassas for is mtiaucd mimmiry. I have m d e  it clear that I fez1 that the. debate has been 

mused &. and r t f i tns  iWf, problem with the feminist pmjm and movement 

In this seaion I wiritl spccub~ as u, the irnpaci of the debate on both the public and piivate face of 

Ihe femirust movemmt I will &w how the femi& literature and the frminisrs interviewed for this 

the debate and what hey feel the debate's impm has k e n  cmthe movement 
a 

I 

what the future might hold for feminists a d  for the movement T 

two y m r s  however, the focus of the debate setms to havr,,shiftad from pamograplfy to the arca of 

? -  sexualtry and sexual p m c e .  ms fact IS dwly evidenced by the numerous:&fergxe concerned with 



- sexuality held rtctntly around the counay. Whatever the focus has been, however. the debate has 

continued with animosity. This is why. I feel. it is now not d y  necessary but vital for the future - 
' 

of the movement to exambe the ways in which the debate has impacted upon, damaged or enhanced. the 

public and private face of ferninism 

, . Disassion and oommenw m the feminist press about the debate -at least up until the fall ~f 

1986- were limited, although the 'porn war'. as the debate had become known, and its effects w e c  

iqmxib le  to ignore for members of the feminist community. A g o d  deal of debate took place in th"e 

often resounc_ied,with a m t i o n  and critidsm This was especially m e  in the fall of 1985 and spring of 

It is atso in rtlese sections, however, &at anempts are made to analyze and assess the debate and its 
0 

daimic rs, the moverncnt Megan Ellis points oui in BrwdSide that: 

the pornography debate s t m  directly from the reluctance of Canadtan..feminists to 
recognize a longstanding ( q d  interna'tional) &&ion among feminists that between radical 
and sodalist b 

L 

Other women oomment cm the uselessness of importing debates from American feminism," and the 

futility of engagmg in a "male-defied censorship deha~".~O Dana Majory stares that "the two groups - 
tend to talk at cross p u r p s  without communicating or respondmg to h e  legitimate concerns raised by 

the o&erm.'' Despite w i n g  analysa a b u t  the nature of the debate. proponents of both sides have 
s'dv 

expressed mm about the vimdic m e  of the debate: 
1 

... I find it disnessing and d~sillusioning h a t  women calling themselves feminists hurl such 
epithets as hfiterical, moralistic, extremist. incoherent and that old standby. silencing. ar 
another feminist no mawr how much they might !!agree with her.'] 

. - "' 
... - 

Perhaps the rnm kloquek opponent of h e  debare is a w&nan who has refused t h e  sid 

time during the d i k e .  Pam Bladrstone, a me y t 2 w f  Women Agamst Pornography in Victoria. B.C.. is 
"' 't 

bo& anti-pornography and anti-cermrslup. in &oadsldc she =wilts: 

.-let's nor hd ourselves, when it sinks KI this level fehinist discourse is no different than 
p a m a d l  &scoune-.lateiy the struggle has become unproductive. Effective z~id-useful 



means of communication have k e n  abandoned in favour of accuqapons and 
counter-aamatim. labelling, reproach and andemnation. ..We are locked in& rigid ways pf 
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 

Varda Burstyn, Susan G. Cole. Sara Diamond and Jillian Ridmgton, prominent feminist activis& 
a 

interviewed for this study, have given different assessments bf the reasons for the debate and the impact .' 
of the debate on the movemmt i t  is not surprising that, when asked these women loate c$&mng points 

1 

of difference in the debate. In keeping with radical feminist analysis of sexuality. Susan d l e  stat& that .& 

/ 
the "deepest divisonw in the debate is between those whd "think that sexuality is constructed in a way that 

is dangerous to women and those who Conversely, socialist feminist Sara Diamond believes that . . 
most of the differences of opinion in the debate are focused on "the nature of the state ... the relationship 

between images and activity and ideol~gy".'~ Both Cole and Diamond see the major point of conflict in 

the debate to be the area - sex oi the state respectively - which is the central focus in their specific 

analyses of patriarchy. These differing opinions about the central point of mnflict in the debate underline 

the hypothesis that each group is attempting to impose 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: 
8 

... feminism has been in crisis-for a very long time...thereYs a real inability to deal with some 
of the changes happening within the society: the end of government funding to the women's 
movemenl the institutionalization of the women's movement and the inability to reach out 
to different social layers of women36 

-+ 

Burstyn feels that both radcal and socialist currents within feminism have lost a great deal of ground in 

their snuggles toward societal transformation as a result of the debate: 



- ... what has happened around this debate is that real radical feminism, femini sm... that 
challenges society at its foots, that understands the need for the transformation of all its . 
institutions, particularly the political institutions, and-that is a movement capable of being in 
profound solidarity with other movements of oppressed peaples..-is practically gone?' 

-. 

Amrdmg to Burstyn, liberal feminism is now the dominant current within Canadian feminism: 

In the end I think rha; feminism has been 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 gained a great deal.'' 

1 

The weakening in the two radical currents leads to a weakened capacity to speak out and act politically. 

Burstyn points out that: 

liberal feminism will be strengthened in the gm that sodalist and radical feminism has 
been weakened but it will noL in the long run, experience continued strength and 
growth ... Unless people organize to change ... there will be a general wdening of feminist 
consciousness in the entire culture.39 

Burstyn and Diamond feel that f ie  debate has profoundly affected both the public and private face 
4-J 

of feminism. Bumyn feels this impact has been, for the most part negative. Diamond, however. claims 

that the debate has raised many impohu! issues in thepublic consdousne& The most vital of these 

issues, she feels, is female sexuality. Diamond sates that the debate "has made more space for women to 

start to think and act around their ~exuality".~~According to Diamond, this has occurred yithin 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 sexuali ty... it has created real frustration with some of the moralism 
and political correctness that's been a problem within feminism...41 

Diamond feels t&t more open dscmsion about female sexuality both inside and outside feminism is a 

positive legacy of the debate. 

Liberal feminist Jillian hdington 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..we5re not each 
other's enemiea..the real enemy is out there and that's what we should focus OIL'' 

Ridington claims that a14 feminists should be sharing their skills and insights and learning from &h 

other, instead of rrading accusations and insults. She states that feminism may have been slightly 



weakened politically by the debate, and believes that the debate should have been kept within the 

movement - 
\ 

I think- b t  it is a debate that is entirely legitimate and proper to have within a movdent  
but...I wish we wouldn't attack each other. I wish we could cisagree with each other, but do it 
with more respect4' 

Radical feminist Susan Cole does not feel. as the others d m e  debate. as it has o ~ e d  in 

Canada. presents a threat to the future of the movement She points out that the issues involved are "at 

the cutting edge of feminist theory"," and thatmany women are still discovering feminism. Fef-these 

women. Cole w.4 the debate is not relevanl- She 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 

Some thacghts on the debaters thacghts 

It is interesting to note that not only do radical and socialist women identify different centres of conflict in 

the debate, they assess the impact of the debate differently as well. Anti-cemrship, socialist women 

Diamond and Burstyn feel that the debate has profoundly affected the feminist movement 

Anti-pornography activists, radical Cole and liberal Ridington, on & & h e r  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 canaot afford to do so. Anti-pornography Women feel that 

anti-censorship feminists started the conflict in the first place by introducing the censorship debate into 

the lscussion of pornography: 
c 

... it  is Bmtyn 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 aebate with the result that censorship becomes the focus rather than 
pornography itself.46 

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 sccialist feminist frame of reference and naming of a feminist 

1 46 



realiw. 

socialist 

Simply p u ~  to admit that the debate has altered the face of femi.lism is $0 admit the power of the 

position, and to admit the power of the y c d i s t  position is. for mdid  fe&ihiSt women, to admit 

defeat. 
a 

To follow this argument logically. it couid then be claimed that ii 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 power and validity of their oppositior. to me anti-pornography 

movement This line of reasoning does not apply here, however, because m a t  socialist women do  not 

feel that they instigated the debate in any way. They feel that they merely r~ponded to d i l e q s  within 

the movement which happened to have, at their source, the anti-pornography campaign *They do not see 

themselves as oppo$tional but feel, rather, that the tactics of the anti-pornography activists constitute 

dangerous opposition to the feminist enterprise. 
si 

Although much concern was expressed in the interviews and literature reviewed for this study about 

the tone of the debate ar.i its impact there never appeared to be, in any way, a lack of commitment to the 

movement itself. All r~f  these women cared deeply about the future of h e  movement Throughout the 

debate and in spite of it, these women continued to believe in the fundamental importance 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 crossrmd in its development I t  

is a time of increasing difficulty and change for the movement The degree to which the debate itsclf has \ 

brought about difficulties and the need for change within the movement is impossible to measure. Suffice 

it to say that the debate about pornography has reflected, revealed. and, indeed. arnplked internal 

inconsistencies and fundamental questions about the movement It is hoped that this point has been 

explored and explained adequately in previous chapters and sections. By doing this. however; the debate 
4 

has also made room for more open discussion, new resolutions, and much needed change. It  is in this way 

that the debate hag most definitively, impacted the movement and its future course. In fact, 



optimistically. it h g h t  be claimed that the debate about pornography has hught  about maditions within 

the feminiSt movement that are ripe for change. 

My amcem lies primarily with the debate's ptential contribution to the negative feminist 

stereotypes that abound in the mind Here again it is dif'ficult to'dstermine what the specific * 
impact of the debate itself might be. It seems clear, however, that the two polarized positions, filtered 

' . 

through the mainstream media f igh t  provide more fuel for already well-formed misconceptions. Images 
B 

of the mtj-pornography feminist as a man-hating, asexual, unattractive, radical fanatic will easily be 

supported and bolhred by the s e n s a t i o ~ k i n g  media The reactionary radial right have already done 

their part to encourage the impressim of the anti-censorship feminist, indeed all feminists, as anti-family, 

anti-motherhood, sexually promiscuous, manipulative and 'overly' ambitious. 

Earlier in this chapter I pointed out that problems with radical and socialist feminist praxis were to 

bl-me for feminism's inability to maintain widespread public support and a& to a new genqration of ' 

women B e i t  must be contended that these abundant negative stereotypes have also contributed to the 
k 

difficulties now facing the women's movement It might also be suggested that these stereotypes are the , 

result of' the intensive change brought. about in the first years of the feminist moyement; the result of the 

dissemination of new ideas acfoss a diffuse public consciousness without the committed support of the 

agents of dissemimtion. These stereotypez embody the fears and reactions of all those threatened by the 

feminist projm; they betray a lack of unde&tanding. Most blatantly, these negative images provide 

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 bodied in pornograp%y. But, it has been shown earlie? 
- 

that this debate has reflected, itself. patriarchal discourse in its structure and tone. 1 su&t that what 
4 

needs to be discussed now, and urgently, is the best way to combat the insti6tionalization and cooptation 
P 

t of the feminist movement itself. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis has attempted to explore the significance of the feminist debate about p6&&phy ia Canada. 

In the previous chapters I have examined the debate's history. its composite argumem and their 
- - 

underlying assumptions. I have also discussed th'e criticisms and accusations that have characterized the 

debate and have reviewed what I have found to be the fundamental differences between the positions in f 

the debate. In the final chapter I 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 . 
I 

f e w s t  movement 

What, then, has this debate signified? %hat are the differmt 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 movement between those feminists 

opposed to pornography and in favour of some form of government regulation td combat it and hose 
? "  

, 
feminists who are opposed to any form of government legislation against sexual i6agery because-they feel 

these laws will be used against feminists, gays, and alternative artists. Immediately. upon close 

examination of each position's argument - arguments articulated through a few prominent spokespeople 

on each side of the debate - it becomes clear that the assumptions implicit in the arguments betray a 

deeper and longer-standing division within feminism between radical feminists and socialist feminists. I t  

becomes obvious that the anti-pornography position-is firmly situated in radical feminist definitions of the 

nature of sexuality, power and the role of the state, and that the anti-ce.nsorship stance has socialist 

feminist conceptions of sexuality. power and the role of the state at its core. The first level of meaning 

beneath the most obvious anti-pornography/ anti-censorship debate has emerged: both major positions 

are directly affiiigted with two other, already polarized, positions, radical feminism and Yocialist 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 sdalist  ferninisms, has become artifically polarized. 



A review of the criticisms reveals that the positions are arguing past each other, about two different 

phenomenon, pornography and censor̂ ship. from different dehitions of sex, power, and the state. An 
ib  

exploration of the shihrities between the two positions conveys another level of meaning within the 

debate; the debate reflects the fact &at socialist and radicalhninists are working with and a r d g  from 

different defmitions of ideology. patriarchy and feminist praxis 

These different 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 Ctfinition 

of feminism it becomes clear that theoretically, each position should accept the other, as each position 

9 - appears to appreciate and encourage diversity as a necessary facet of 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 stfategy, proposed praxis, is the central point of contention in 

the debate. At this level of meaning the debate signifies problems with both radial d ~ E i s t  

praxis . 

- ----- A review of the problems with radical and socialist feminist praxis and a discussfon of what I have 

found to be a related problem of feminist ethics facilitated the identification of a more general problem 

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 withit  the question of the potential cooptation and 

institutionalization of feminism by the patriarchal status quo. :i" 

Within a different framework of understanding. from the perspective of 'cliscourse'. '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 ih l f .  Radical and socialist 

feminists 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 



of analysis, feminists have internalized them. Feminists have replicated a quality of debate that belongs 

to the doniinant patriarchy, this fact renders feminists and thelfeminist movement susceptible to further 

cooptation by the patriarchal -status quo. 

The debate is seen to signify a definitional struggle 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-pornogretphy 

position or the socialist anti-censorship stance. Most importantly, however, the struggle between radical 

and socialist ferninisti has diverted attention away fmm the issues that gave rise to the debate: misogynist 
s 

pornography and sexual violence against women. The def~tional struggle concerns. most fundamentally, 

the determination of what constitutes 'feminism'. 
- 

The causes of the debate and the reasons for their continued animosity are directly linked to the 

levels of meaning uncovered within the debate. Cause might be located in the fact that each position 

argues from different definitions of patriarchy. ideology, sexuality. and power and with opposing 

understandings of feminist praxis and the role of the state. On another level the problems with each 

position's praxis &d their inability to resolve the issue of f e r i s t  ethics might be understood to be a 

likely cause of the debate. Some feminists' inability to accept criticism and reluctance to redvaluate the 

present and future of the feminist project has most definitely helped to continue the stalemate in the . 
debate. The fact that the debate reflects the structures and methods of patriarchal political debate and 

that feminists have not been able to look beyond these strucnrres might also be seen to contribute tb 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 +dist feminists. 

The Canadian feminist movement is still engaged in the debate about pornography, sexual practice 

and representation. Although emhasis shifts from one area to another, the issues raised by the 

pornography debate continue to be discussed and explored by feminists. As Sara Diamond has pointed 



our this2 positive impad of the dehate. Simply, it seems that the debate has brought into question the 

principles, priorities, and goals ofrfeminism 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 contend that the implications of the debate necessitate an examination of the state of feminism. 

- At what point does thecrucial diversity of opinion within the movement, a diversity both radical an&- 

socialist feminists thearetically embrace, become division, accusation, reproach, and alienation? 1 would - 
suggest that this point is one at which the cooptive forces and incorporative capacities of patriarchy 

overwhelm or wear down the resolve of those who have fought hard and dearly to oppose i t  This point 

is one at which the issues and the goals of the movement desperately need redefinition and are somehow 

forgotten in the desire to maintain amml and ascen4dancy. This point is one at which analytic opacities 

within the movement cease to turn inward toward the realities of women's lives, to women's chgnging 

experiences of paniarchy and the movemenr and cease the crucial, perpetual. unrelenting questioning of 

the ways in which the forces and strucmes of patriarchy shape cw'lives, our actions, and our debates1 It 

is Obvious, in any case. that this point has long passed. 
-- -- - 

The time has now come for a serious questioning and reevaluation of the feminist project It must 

be made clear, however, that this statement is not intended to belittle or ignore the important and 
+ 

extensive contributions of both radical and socialist feminists to the amelioration of the status of women. 

The gains that kl feminists have made for women in the past men; years are innumerable and 

immensely val~ble .  But the need exists now, evidenced by the debate about pornography, in 1987. f o ~  

an of the situation of feminism and feminists in the social world We might agree that 

oppresio* and inequality still exist for women, but how are the forms of this oppression different from 

twenty years ago? How has women's experience of this oppression changed in the last twenty years? 

What role has h e  movement played in' changing women's experience 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? 



These are questions that desperately need examination by-Rminists. I contend that the debate /' 
/ 

about pornography hai drawn attention to these questions. It is hoped that when and if 

is undertaken in the future, we feminists might look bak upon the debate about porn 

with confidence and in sisterhcd, that its legacy has been profoundly~positive. / 
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