
l em in i s t s for Free Express i on 
. (FFE), a U S nat iona l , not-for-
profit ant i -censorship oganisa-
tion, is deeply concerned about 
sexual harassment i n schools 
a n d workp laces and believes 
t h a t g e n d e r - b a s e d h a r a s s 
m e n t — l i k e a l l ser ious soc ia l 
p rob l ems—requ i r es thought
ful , fundamenta l so lut ions. It 
is a larmed by the facile propos
als popular today among some 
p o l i c y - m a k e r s a n d ac t i v i s t s 
who c l a im that bann ing a l ist 
of " bad " words and images w i l l 
i m p r o v e the c o n d i t i o n of 
women. It w i l l not. S u c h quick-

assment and establ ish restric
tions on words and images that 
w i l l h a r m women's interests. 
Wi thout tolerance for a broad 
range of words a n d images , 
w o m e n c o u l d n e v e r have 
f o u n d e d a f e m i n i s t move 
ment—cons idered dangerous 
and s in fu l—25 years ago. Wi th
out t o l e r a n c e , the goa ls of 
women wi l l be harmed today. 

S a n i t i z i n g w o r k p l a c e 
speech i n defense of women 
w o r k e r s e n s h r i n e s a r c h a i c 
stereotypes of women as deli
cate, a s exua l c r ea tures who 
require special protection from 

fix so lut ions ignore the sub- mere words and images, 
stantive causes of sexual har-

Feminism 
ana , d j . 
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Why should women put up with 
ofTensive speech? Why not de
fine s exua l h a r a s s m e n t as 
broadly as possible? 

S h o u l d t h e l a w p r o h i b i t a l l 

w o r d s a n d p i c t u r e s t h a t s o m e o n e 

i n a w o r k p l a c e o r s c h o o l f i n d s of

f e n s i v e , m u c h s p e e c h — c e r t a i n l y , 

m u c h i n t e r e s t i n g s p e e c h — w o u l d 

s o o n b e i l l e g a l . W o m e n ' s s p e e c h 

m i g h t w e l l be t h o u g h t o f f ens i ve be 

c a u s e i t r u n s c o u n t e r to a w o r k 

e r ' s r e l i g i o u s be l i e f s . F e m i n i s t m a 

t e r i a l o n r e p r o d u c t i v e c h o i c e w o u l d 

be p a r t i c u l a r l y v u l n e r a b l e . S h o u l d 

t h e s t a t e f o r ce a w o m a n to r e m o v e 

a p r o - c h o i c e p o s t e r o r m a g a z i n e 

a r t i c l e f r o m h e r of f ice b e c a u s e a n 

o t h e r w o r k e r f i n d s i t o b j e c t i o n 

a b l e ? H i s t o r y t e a c h e s u s t h a t , o n c e 

i n p l a c e , c e n s o r s h i p s c h e m e s a r e 

u s e d to s t i f l e f e m i n i s t a d v o c a c y o f 

s o c i a l c h a n g e . B i r t h c o n t r o l p i o 

n e e r M a r g a r e t S a n g e r w a s j a i l e d 

u n d e r c e n s o r s h i p l a w s . T o d a y i n 

se l v es m a k e a n d en j oy s e x u a l b a n 

t e r . V e r y b r o a d r e s t r i c t i o n s o n 

s e x u a l m a t e r i a l t r e a t w o m e n a s i n 

f a n t s a n d s h o r e u p d e s t r u c t i v e 

V i c t o r i a n s t e r e o t y p e s t h a t t h e y a r e 

(or s h o u l d be) s o p u r e t h a t a n y ex 

p r e s s i o n a b o u t s e x u a l i t y o f f e n d s 

a n d d e m o r a l i z e s t h e m . T h i s i s n o t 

a f e m i n i s t p o s i t i o n . 

F i n a l l y , f o c u s o n s e x u a l m a 

t e r i a l d i v e r t s a t t e n t i o n f r o m t h e 

u n d e r l y i n g c a u s e s o f h a r a s s m e n t . 

G e n d e r - b a s e d h a r a s s m e n t 

( w h e t h e r i t u s e s s e x u a l l a n g u a g e 

o r not ) i s t y p i c a l l y a p o w e r p l a y b y 

m e n w h o feel t h r e a t e n e d b y w o m 

e n ' s p r o g r e s s t o w a r d e q u a l i t y o r 

e v e n t h e i r m e r e p r e s e n c e . It i s t h e 

d e e p l y - r o o t e d s o c i a l c a u s e s o f 

s u c h h o s t i l i t y t h a t p o l i c y - m a k e r s 

n e e d to a d d r e s s . 

FEMINISM AND FREE SPEECH: POR
NOGRAPHY 

F e m i n i s m a n d F r e e S p e e c h : 

C a n a d a , f e m i n i s t b o o k s ( i r o n i c a l l y , 

i n c l u d i n g t w o b y A n d r e a D w o r k i n 

w h o h a s l o n g a d v o c a t e d r e s t r i c 

t i o n s o n e r o t i c s p e e c h ) a r e b e i n g 

s e i z ed by C u s t o m s a n d p r o s e c u t e d 

i n t h e c o u r t s for v i o l a t i o n o f a n e w 

" o b s c e n i t y " l a w . 

Isn't sexual material inherently 
harmful to women? 

T h o s e w h o f o c u s o n s e x u a l 

s p e e c h a n d p r e s u m e i t ' s i n h e r 

e n t l y o f f ens i v e to w o m e n m i s s t h e 

p o i n t . G e n d e r - b a s e d h a r a s s m e n t 

s h o u l d be i l l e g a l w h e t h e r o r n o t it 

r e l i e s o n s e x u a l l a n g u a g e o r i m 

a g e r y . A w o m a n i s l i k e l y m o r e i n 

t i m i d a t e d b y c o m m e n t s t h a t s h e 

is " s l o w " o r " d u m b " t h a n b y s e x u a l 

j o k e s . M o r e o v e r , w o m e n t h e m -

P o r n o g r a p h y i s p a r t o f t h e F e m i 

n i s m a n d F r e e S p e e c h s e r i e s p r o 

d u c e d b y F e m i n i s t s for F r e e E x 

p r e s s i o n . T h e f o l l o w i n g a r e e x 

c e r p t s f r o m t h e m a t e r i a l o n t h e 

I n t e r n e t p r o v i d e d b y F F E b a s e d o n 

s c i e n t i f i c a n d c r o s s - c u l t u r a l r e 

s e a r c h a n d l e g a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l 

d a t a o n s e x u a l l y e x p l i c i t m a t e r i a l ; 

M Y T H : S e x u a l l y E x p l i c i t M a t e r i a l 

C a u s e s V i o l e n c e A g a i n s t W o m e n 

• N o r e p u t a b l e r e s e a r c h i n t h e U S , 

E u r o p e , o r A s i a f i n d s a c a u s a l l i n k 

b e t w e e n p o r n o g r a p h y a n d v i o 

l ence . D r . J u d i t h B e c k e r s a i d , "I've 

b e e n w o r k i n g w i t h s e x o f f e n d e r s 

for 10 y e a r s , a n d h a v e r e v i e w e d 

t h e s c i e n t i f i c l i t e r a t u r e a n d 1 d o n ' t 

t h i n k a c a u s a l l i n k e x i s t s . " 

• N o r e s e a r c h , i n c l u d i n g t h e U S 

S u r g e o n G e n e r a l ' s r e p o r t , f i n d s a 

l i n k b e t w e e n " k i n k y " o r " d e g r a d 

i n g " i m a g e s a n d v i o l e n c e . E x p o 

s u r e to s u c h m a t e r i a l d o e s n o t 

c a u s e p e o p l e t o c h a n g e t h e i r 

s e x u a l p r e f e r e n c e s o r c o m m i t a c t s 

a g a i n s t t h e i r w i l l . T h e d e r a i l e d i m 

p u l s e s of c h i l d a b u s e r s a n d r a p 

i s t s a r e c a u s e d b y c h i l d h o o d t r a u 

m a s . " T h e y a r e n o t , " w r o t e l e a d 

i n g r e s e a r c h e r J o h n M o n e y , " b o r 

r o w e d f r o m m o v i e s , b o o k s , o r 

o t h e r p e o p l e . " 

• S t u d i e s o n v i o l e n t p o r n o g r a p h y 

a r e i n c o n s i s t e n t . S o m e f i n d it i n 

c r e a s e s a g g r e s s i o n i n t h e l a b , 

s o m e f i n d i t d o e s n o t . R e s e a r c h 

a l s o s h o w s t h a t a g g r e s s i o n w i l l be 

i n c r e a s e d b y a n y t h i n g t h a t a g i 

t a t e s a s u b j e c t ( r a i s e s h e a r t r a t e , 

a d r e n a l i n e f low, etc.) , n o t o n l y v i o 

l e n t m o v i e s b u t a l s o r i d i n g exer 

c i s e b i c y c l e s . A g i t a t i o n w i l l b o o s t 

w h a t e v e r f o l l o w s i t , a g g r e s s i o n o r 

g e n e r o s i t y . 

D r . S u z a n n e A g e t o n , m e a s u r 

i n g v i o l e n c e o u t o f t h e l a b , f o u n d 

t h a t m e m b e r s h i p i n a d e l i n q u e n t 

p e e r g r o u p a c c o u n t e d for t h r e e -

f o u r t h s o f s e x u a l a g g r e s s i o n . 

• S t u d i e s i n t h e U S , E u r o p e , a n d 

A s i a f i n d n o l i n k b e t w e e n the a v a i l 

a b i l i t y o f s e x u a l m a t e r i a l a n d s ex 

c r i m e s . T h e o n l y f a c t o r l i n k e d to 

r a p e r a t e i s t h e n u m b e r o f y o u n g 

m e n l i v i n g i n a g i v e n a r e a . W h e n 

p o r n o g r a p h y b e c a m e w i d e l y a v a i l 

a b l e i n E u r o p e , s e x u a l l y v i o l e n t 

c r i m e s d e c r e a s e d o r r e m a i n e d the 

s a m e . J a p a n , w i t h far m o r e v i o 

l e n t p o r n o g r a p h y t h a n the U S , h a s 

2 . 4 r a p e s p e r 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 p e o p l e 

w h i l e U S h a s 3 4 . 5 . 

M Y T H : M e n W a t c h P o r n o g r a p h y 

a n d C o p y i t o r F o r c e W o m e n to d o 

W h a t T h e y S e e 

• V i o l e n c e a n d i n t i m i d a t i o n h a v e 

e x i s t e d for t h o u s a n d s o f y e a r s be

fore c o m m e r c i a l p o r n o g r a p h y a n d 

c o u n t r i e s w i t h n o p o r n o g r a p h y , 

l i k e S a u d i A r a b i a a n d I r a n , h a v e 

b e e n v i o l a t i n g w o m e n ' s r i g h t s for 

a g e s . M e n h a v e f o r c e d w o m e n to 
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do t h i n g s — s e x u a l a n d n o n 
sexual—for centur ies . The prob
l em is not sex, it 's force. 
• People do not m im i c what they 
read or view in knee- jerk fashion. 
If they d id , feminist books for the 
last 25 years wou ld have t rans
formed th is into a perfect feminist 
w o r l d . If they d i d , a d v e r t i s e r s 
cou ld r u n a n ad a n d c onsumer s 
wou ld obey. Instead, compan i es 
spend mi l l i ons of do l lars on ad 
ver t is ing a n d c onsumer s st i l l buy 
ma in ly based on price. People jug 
gle words a n d images—good and 
bad—wi th a l l the others that they 
have seen or hea rd w i th a l l their 
real life experiences. It is experi
ence that is the strongest teacher. 

• M e n do not l ea rn coerc ion from 
p ic tures of sex. They learn it from 
the v i o l ence a n d c o n t e m p t for 
women in their famil ies and com
mun i t i e s where each generat ion 
passes down what sorts of force 
are acceptable, even "man ly . " , 
• Copycat theories are " po rn made 
me do it" excuses for rap is ts a n d 
batterers. They relieve c r im ina l s of 
respons ib i l i ty for their acts. 

M Y T H : P o r n o g r a p h y D e g r a d e s 
Women 
• S e x i s m , n o t s e x , d e g r a d e s 
women. T h o u g h sex i sm pervades 
our cu l ture i n m a n y forms, we wi l l 
not e l iminate it by b a n n i n g sex. 
S e x i s m a n d v io lence s t em from 
long-s tand ing economic , po l i t ica l , 
a n d emot iona l factors. These are 
the ones that need address ing . 

• Women interpret pornography in 
different ways. Some f ind it sex
ist; some find it a form of fantasy, 
l ike d reams a n d movies we r u n in 
our head when we mas turba te or 
have sex. O p p o n e n t s of s e x u a l 
speech do not realize that it is i n 
everyone's interest to al low a var i 
ety of p leasurab le mater ia ls that 
e n h a n c e we l l - b e ing a n d s e x u a l 
fulf i l lment. 

• The only work removed unde r 
Canada ' s new obsceni ty s t anda rd 
(which c l a ims to out law the deg

rada t i on of women) is an erotic 
magazine made by an d for women. 

MYTH: Po rnography is On l y for 
M e n 
• Ha l f the adul t videos in the U S 
are bought or rented by women 
alone or women in couples. 
• S exua l hea l th professionals rec
o m m e n d po rnog raphy as enter
t a i n m e n t a n d i n f o r m a t i o n for 
women a n d men . It may enhance 
fai l ing marr iages an d help couples 
ta lk about a n d exper iment w i th 
sex. -, -

HISTORY TEACHES US 
THAT, ONCE IN PLACE, 
CENSORSHIP SCHEMES 
ARE USED TO STIFLE 

FEMINIST ADVOCACY OF 
SOCIAL CHANGE. 

• A IDS and other sexual ly t rans
mit ted d iseases have made it a 
pub l i c hea l th necessity to encour
age s exua l fantasy mater ia l that 
offers women and men safe alter
natives to unhea l thy sexua l con
tact. 

MYTH: The Women in Pornogra
phy are Explo i ted or Vic t imized 
• Women are exploited an d har
assed in a l l fields, some are i n por
nography . Exp lo i ta t i on wi l l stop 
when it is v igorously prosecuted 
wherever it occurs . 
• W h e n the Nat iona l Organizat ion 
for W o m e n (NOW) c o n s i d e r e d 
l a u n c h i n g a c a m p a i g n a g a i n s t 
pornography, women in pornogra
phy protested say ing that a ban 
aga ins t it w o u l d create a b l ack 
marke t of explo i tat ion. Some said 
their work gave them independ
ence a n d a sense of accomp l i sh 
ment ; b a n n i n g it wou ld worsen 
the i r l ives. NOW aban don e d i ts 
proposed campa ign . 

MYTH: As an A id to Masturbat ion . 
Pornography is Act ion that is not 
Protected by the First Amendment. 
• Pornography may lead to mas
turbat ion m u c h as a novel or film 
may lead to tears or laughter. A l l 
are protected by the First Amend
ment, i n c lud ing those that some 
find offensive. "The government 
may not prohib i t , " wrote the S u 
preme Court , "the expression of an 
idea because society finds the idea 
itself offensive or disagreeable." 
• Femin is ts for Free Express ion 
does not believe that pol ic ing mas
turbat ion is the proper bus iness 
of government or we l l -mean ing 
committees. 

MYTH: B a n n i n g Sexua l Mater ia l 
wi l l Protect or Help Women 
• Historical ly, censorship has hurt 
w o m e n . In fo rmat i on abou t sex 
a n d r e p r o d u c t i o n h a s been 
banned under the guise of "pro
tecting" women—from the ja i l ing 
of b i r th control advocate Margaret 
Sanger to the "gag rule " against 
abor t ion c ounse l i ng in federally 
f u n d e d c l i n i c s to the a t t a c k s 
against Nat ional Endowment for 
the A r t s g r a n t r e c i p i e n t Ho l l y 
Hughs . It has never reduced sex
i sm or violence. 

• If one group may be censored 
because some find it offensive, a l l 
groups may be censored, i n c lud 
ing women. The best protection for 
women's ideas an d voices is the 
const i tu t iona l protect ions of free 
speech. 
• Sexua l images that do not meet 
women's needs shou ld not be re
str icted. Better images shou ld be 
made. The answer to bad pornog
raphy is good pornography, not no 
pornography. 

(Thispublication was developed by Patti 
O. Dntton, Ph.D., Jennifer Maguire, and 
Beth Nathanson, M.A. for FFB. Copy
right 1 993, FFE.j 
E-mail: freedom((/;well.com 
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