It’s time to take up fight against Pornography

By Polly Poskin

ICASA Executive Director

“Pornography is the bible of sexual abuse” – Andrea Dworkin.

This July, a group met in Boston to start a national movement – actually restart a movement – against pornography. Four of us from ICASA joined leaders and activists from across the country to create a national feminist anti-pornography organization. The work was exciting, challenging and illuminating. We recalled the fervent anti-pornography activism of the late 1970s and early 80s. We remembered the defeats suffered in city after city as the McKinnon-Dworkin ordinance was voted down or invalidated by the courts. We examined why our voices quieted over the next 20 years. The few individuals who had kept speaking out – were alone, without benefit of an organization or visible allies.


There are many reasons for the faltering of the early anti-pornography movement. Some activists grew tired of so much defeat. Others had to earn a living. We were censored so effectively that our voices were not heard. The most visible were stalked and victimized by the pornography industry – overrun by the vast resources that corporate pornographers use to silence challengers.


Yet, many are still here, joining visions and energy to continue the protest against the oppression involved in pornography.


The dawn of a renewed movement filled with hope and trepidation is a moment to savor. The industry we challenge today is different than the one we faced before. Pornography is even more legitimized as a business – with profits estimated at a minimum of $12 billion per year. Pornography has “diversified its portfolio,” with vast holdings in print media, video/DVD markets, Internet companies, telephone companies, video games – the list goes on.


And whether we know it or not, we all support that vast industry. If we have phone, cable or Internet service in our homes or businesses. If we own a cell phone, computer, MP3 player. If we buy from Amazon, Comcast, Time-Warner or any one of hundreds of other companies that deal in or have ties to pornography. If we stay in a hotel that has pornography on the television. If we have interest in any one of the major companies whose pornography holdings are rarely revealed to their stockholders or the public. (AT&T, Vanguard, Oppenheimer, etc.). If we do any of that, we support the pornography industry in some manner.


The two and a half day Boston meeting was an organizing session, and for some of us, a crash course on the rise of an industry. Pornography has moved from the fringes of the business and “entertainment” worlds to the center. Its producers and distributors are mainstream business interests with trade publications and shows, business plans, marketing strategies. They have stables of lawyers, MBA’s, lobbyists, and consultants of every stripe. They own major shares in every media market we use. Every one. They are – in essence – bigger than we are. As Gail Dines, one of the few individuals who had kept speaking out, reminds (me) (us) that you can have free speech if you can afford to buy it. And so here we are: an anti-pornography group.


So let’s begin (again). Read the lead article by Robert Jensen in this Coalition Commentary. Think about what Robert is telling us, showing us. Remember the woman who is used to create the video. Whose humiliation, degradation, victimization becomes immortalized for the profits of the pornographers and the pleasure of the consumers. Think about the content of that pleasure – it relies on the vision of a woman in pain. A woman subjugated. A woman forced to her knees over and over and over. 

Dig into the arguments that legitimize this industry. Free speech – whose free speech are we protecting? Sexual freedom – whose freedom? Privacy – whose privacy?

Learn about the reality of pornography. Visit the adult section of your video store. Surf the web – a one-word search will do. To help you digest what you see, read Andrea Dworkin, Catherine McKinnon, Robert Jensen, Diana Russell, Gail Dines and others who have continued to tell this story.

.
And ask questions. Who is served by the pornography industry? Who is harmed? What are the legitimate responses to an industry that systematically and methodically reduces one half of the population to a set of orifices waiting (and wanting) to be used and abused? What is our responsibility to address the hate speech that is central to the pornographers’ racism and sexism? What tools do we have, and how will we use them?


I have been an anti-rape activist since the early 1970s. I have learned about rape from victims and survivors, from published research, from literature, from activists, from friends and family. Rape is a tough and haunting subject. And yet, I can be fairly sure that most people will say that rape is a crime. A tragedy. Even those who are inclined to blame or disbelieve victims will acknowledge that rapists are bad guys and that rape is a bad thing. So there is always a place to start – a common understanding of the harm of rape.

Pornography is the imagery of a rape culture. Often, it is rape made into entertainment. And it is not viewed as a crime, but rather as the exercise of free speech or the pursuit of “adult” entertainment. And it saturates the culture.

Pornography brings powerfully wrought images of the dehumanization of women, and rape into our consciousness. For the pornographer these images are tied up with profit – a powerful reinforcer in a capitalist economy. For the consumer, these images are tied up with sexual pleasure – a powerful reinforcer in any economy. For me, these images are tied up with exploitation, humiliation and victimization. And they normalize what I have fought against throughout my entire life as a female and my career as an anti-rape worker; that rape is okay – that it is, in fact, enjoyable.


The images of pornography say women want to be called names, threatened, taunted, slapped, exposed, and held down. They say we want to be penetrated – repeatedly, viciously, forcefully – by multiple men using myriad body parts and devices at the same time or in rapid succession. They say that we crave it, and – even if we resist – it is, after all, what brings us pleasure.


This is a lie. And just like all the lies about rape (she asked for it, she wanted it, it didn’t really happen…) we can challenge it. We can tell the truth about how these images harm women. How they promote rape. How they are used by rapists. How they teach men to view women as less than – and therefore are possible targets. How they teach women about what we can hope for and ask for in our relationships with men.


This new movement is an uphill climb littered with images I don’t want to see or have etched in my mind. And yet, it is the same path we have been on in every anti-rape march since the first victim said No. No more of this. Stop doing this to me.

So, let’s go. Let’s educate ourselves about what pornography is. What it says and shows. How it harms women and men and the whole culture. Who makes it, sells it, uses it – all the ways it touches all of our lives, crushing/re-defining/warping our sexuality and our humanity with the message that degradation and humiliation are acceptable practices – the norm – in relationships between men and women, men and children, among people.

Then, once we know the truth, let’s act. Alone. Together. In small gestures and in protests that are loud and visible and prolonged. To stay informed about the emerging national organizations, go to:
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