
Roundtable Views 
In February 1994, M s . magazine 

ran an article "Where do we Stand on 
Pornography?" M s . gathered a group of 
prominent US feminists to discuss the 
issue of pornography and censorship. 
Three years later, many of the arguments 
still hold true. In the Asia-Pacific region, 
the issues of pornography and censorship 
are taking center stage. We decided to re­
run excerpts of this article as the issues 
are the same and, as in this article, the 
positions among feminists in the Asian 
region are also diverse. 

A n d r e a D w o r k i n : . . . T h e s t a t u t o r y 
d e f i n i t i o n [of p o r n o g r a p h y ] has to be 
v e r y concrete . B u t w h e n w e talk a b o u t 
w h a t is p o r n o g r a p h i c i n o u r c u l t u r e , 
fo r m o s t p e o p l e that has m a n y s u b ­
jec t ive d i m e n s i o n s to it. 

N o r m a Ramos: ....I l o o k at p o r n o g r a ­
p h y as a s y s t e m a n d p r a c t i c e o f p r o s ­
t i t u t i o n , as e v i d e n c e of w o m e n ' s sec­
o n d c lass s tatus . It is a v e r y c e n t r a l 
feature of p a t r i a r c h a l soc ie ty , a n es­
s e n t i a l t o o l i n t e r m s of h o w m e n k e e p 
p o w e r o v e r w o m e n . 

F o l k s w h o d e f e n d p o r n o g r a p h y 
as free e x p r e s s i o n are a c t u a l l y d e f e n d ­
i n g s o m e of the n a r r o w e s t t h i n k i n g I 
c a n i m a g i n e . W h e n p e o p l e c o n s i d e r 
the m i s e r y that i t takes to m a k e this 
s t u f f , t h e l i v e s t h a t h a v e to be ex ­
p l o i t e d a n d s h a t t e r e d to p r o d u c e 
these i m a g e s , . . . i t i sn ' t just a b o u t w h a t 
y o u see, i t ' s w h a t i t t o o k for a h u m a n 
b e i n g to be i n that p o s i t i o n — i t takes 
a w h o l e l o t o f a b u s e . It takes w o m e n 
w h o h a v e b e e n s e x u a l l y a b u s e d i n 
c h i l d h o o d , w h o h a v e b e e n r o b b e d of 
the i r se l f -es teem, a n d w h o are v u l n e r ­
ab le to th i s e x p l o i t a t i v e s e x u a l i t y . 

M a r i l y n French: T h e r e w a s a t i m e 
w h e n i t w a s v e r y c lear to m e that p o r ­
n o g r a p h y i n v o l v e d b o t h the use of the 
b o d y , u s u a l l y a f e m a l e b o d y , a n d 
p o w e r , so that w h a t y o u h a d i n es­
sence w a s s a d i s m . N o w I a m n o t s u r e 
w h a t h u m a n s e x u a l i t y i s . I a m n o t 
s u r e to w h a t d e g r e e n o r m a l h u m a n 
s e x u a l i t y c o n t a i n s e l e m e n t s of p o w e r 
a n d s a d i s m . 

T h e r e a r e p i c t u r e s i n m e n ' s 
m a g a z i n e s i n w h i c h w o m e n are m a k ­
i n g l o v e to w o m e n ; t h e y ' r e n o t h u r t ­
i n g e a c h o ther . T h i s is a s i t u a t i o n of 
e q u a l i t y . 

D w o r k i n : B u t they ' re not m a k i n g l o v e 
to e a c h other . T h e r e ' s a s o c i a l r e l a t i o n ­
s h i p b e t w e e n the p h o t o g r a p h a n d the 
c o n s u m e r . S o - c a l l e d l e s b i a n l a y o u t s i n 
h e t e r o s e x u a l m a l e p o r n o g r a p h y p r o ­
v i d e t w o w o m e n for the m a l e c o n ­
s u m e r . W h a t y o u see are the or i f i ces 
of t h e i r b o d i e s t u r n e d for h i s s e x u a l 
p l e a s u r e . 

Ramos: M e n are g e t t i n g s e x u a l p l e a ­
s u r e f r o m o u r s u b o r d i n a t i o n . W h a t if 
r a c i s m h a d b e e n t u r n e d in to s e x u a l 
p l e a s u r e the w a y the o p p r e s s i o n of 
w o m e n has been? W h e n y o u s t r u g g l e 
aga ins t the o p p r e s s i o n , the o p p o s i t i o n 
s t a n d s u p a n d s a y s , " N o , y o u a r e 
f i g h t i n g a g a i n s t m y p l e a s u r e . " A v e r y 
b i g p iece o f that is l e a r n e d b e h a v i o r . 
A n d , i n o u r soc ie ty , i t ' s s o c i a l i z e d by 
the p o r n o g r a p h y . E v e n if y o u ' r e not 
d i r e c t l y c o n s u m i n g the p o r n o g r a p h y , 
y o u ' r e g e t t i n g those i m a g e s t h r o u g h 
a d v e r t i s i n g and m o v i e s . 

G l o r i a J a c o b s : B u t w h a t a b o u t the 
p o s s i b i l i t y that s o m e w o m e n are s a y ­
i n g : " W e en joy c e r t a i n k i n d s of sex 
that h a v e p o w e r d i f f e r e n t i a l s , but i t 's 
n o t s a d i s t i c , a n d w e d o n ' t w a n t to be 
a t t a c k e d for it . W e d o n ' t w a n t to h a v e 
o u r s e x u a l i t y n e g a t e d b e c a u s e w e 
p r o b a b l y c a n ' t c h a n g e h o w w e feel 
a b o u t sex i n o u r l i f e t i m e . " 

D w o r k i n : In the U n i t e d States, c e n ­
s o r s h i p s e e m s to h a v e a n e v e r - e x ­
p a n d i n g m e a n i n g d e p e n d i n g o n 
w h o ' s u s i n g it. In l e g a l t e r m s , censor ­
s h i p has a l w a y s m e a n t p r i o r restraint : 
y o u pass a l a w that s tops s o m e t h i n g 
f r o m b e i n g m a d e o r b e i n g d o n e . 

T h e C o n s t i t u t i o n p r o t e c t s t h e 
m a g a z i n e s . It is n o t t h e s p e e c h o f 
w o m e n that is b e i n g p r o t e c t e d . It's a 
w a y of m a k i n g w o m e n i n t o chat te l . 
W h o d o they b e l o n g to? T h e p i m p s 
a n d the c o n s u m e r s o f the m a g a z i n e s 
a n d the m o v i e s . 

Gil lespie : W e a l m o s t a u t o m a t i c a l l y 
s p e a k of p o m o g r a p h e r s a n d c o n s u m ­
ers of p o r n o g r a p h y as " h e , " b u t there 
a r e m a t e r i a l s m a d e b y a n d f o r 
w o m e n . 

Ramos: S e x u a l i t y is s o c i a l i z e d . T h e 
p l e a s u r e p r i n c i p l e s d i d n o t c o m e b y 
a c c i d e n t . . . . 

B u t w h a t I ' m s a y i n g is t h a t 
w o m e n are s o c i a l i z e d i n t o a c t u a l l y 
g e t t i n g s e x u a l p l e a s u r e t h r o u g h their 
p o w e r l e s s n e s s . A n d it is v e r y h a r d to 
o p t o u t of this s o c i a l i z a t i o n . So I u n ­
d e r s t a n d y o u r q u e s t i o n speaks to this 
rea l i ty , i t 's a s t r u g g l e that a lot of us 
w a g e p e r s o n a l l y . ... 

F r e n c h : 1 s e r i o u s l y d o u b t that a n y ­
b o d y c a n c h a n g e h is o r her s e x u a l i t y . 

D w o r k i n : B u t sexuaiit\ does change . 
A s y o u r l i fe c h a n g e s , y o u r fantasies 
c h a n g e . 

On the issue of censorship and hnos that 
address pornogniphy, the d'omcn had this 
to say: 
R a m o s : . . . I 've h e a r d th i s before : "1 
d o n ' t t rus t the g o v e r n m e n t so w e ' d 
better n o t d o a n y t h i n g o n p o r n o g r a ­
p h y . " W e l l , w e d o n ' t trust the g o v e r n ­
ment , b u t w e h a v e o t h e r c i v i l r ights 
l a w s . 

F r e n c h : T h e g o v e r n m e n t is not g o i n g 
to use a sexua l harassment l a w to keep 
m e f r o m p u b l i s h i n g a n o v e l , b u t it 
c o u l d use a n a n t i - p o r n o g r a p h y l a w . 

D w o r k i n : T h e obscenit\ l a w s can a l ­
r e a d y be u s e d a g a i n s t y o u . I t h i n k 
they s h o u l d be r e p e a l e d . 

R a m o s : i t h i n k c e n s o r s h i p h e l p s p o r ­
n o g r a p h y f l o u r i s h ; the l a w s s h o u l d be 
r e p e a l e d . Let ' s h a v e s o m e p o w e r i n 
the h a n d s of w o m e n a n d then w e ' l l 
h a v e s o m e r e a l p o l i t i c a l d i s c u s s i o n 
a b o u t c e n s o r s h i p a n d s e x u a l e x p l o i ­
t a t i o n . 

The feminists in the roundtablc discussion 
article were; 
Andrea D w o r k i n , author of 10 books in­
c l u d i n g Ponwgrnpliy: Men Possessing 
Women and letters From n War Zone. 
M a r i l y n French, author of The Women's 
Room, riic War Agninst Women and From 
Eve Till Dnwn. 
N o r m a Ramos, a lawyer and anti-pornog­
raphy and environmental justice move­
ments activist. 
Ntozake Shange, author of Hnllmne and 
the play " for colored girls who have con­
s idered s u i c i d e / w h e n the r a i n b o w is 
enuf." 

Marcia A n n Gillespie, editor of Ms. 
There was no m f o r m a t i o n o n G l o r i a 
Jacobs. 
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