National Library
I * l of Canada

Acquisitions and

Bibliothéque nationale
du Canada

Direction des acquisitions et

Bibliographic Services Branch  des services bibliographiques

395 Wellington Street
Ottawa, Onlano
K1A ONS K1AONG

NOTICE

The quality of this microform is
heavily dependent upon the
quality of the original thesis
submitted for microfilming.
Every effort has been made to
ensure the highest quality of
reproduction possible.

If pages are missing, contact the
university which granted the
degree.

Some pages may have indistinct
print especially if the original
pages were typed with a poor
typewriter ribbon or if the
university sent us an inferior
photocopy.

Reproduction in full or in part of
this microform is governed by
the Canadian Copyright Act,
R.S.C. 1970, c¢. C-30, and
subsequent amendments.

Canada

395, rue Wellington
Onawa (Ontang)

Your fie Volie it ence

O fdes NNres rviveence

AVIS

La qualité de cette microforme
dépend grandement de la qualité
de la thése soumise au
microfilmage. Nous avons tout
fait pour assurer une qualité
supérieure de reproduction.

S’il manque des pages, veuillez
communiquer avec luniversité
qui a conféré le grade.

La qualité d’impression de
certaines pages peut laisser a
désirer, surtout si les pages
originales ont ete
dactylographiées a l'aide d’un
ruban usé ou si l'université nous
a fait parvenir une photocopie de
qualité inférieure.

La reproduction, méme partielle,
de cette microforme est soumise
a la Loi canadienne sur le droit
d’'auteur, SRC 1970, c. C-30, et
ses amendements subséquents.
























































































































































































































































































































- 95 -

denominations. There are sociological factors such as changing
sexual mores and the declining stature and authority of the
church in society. There are theological factors, such as a
tendency toward immanent, and gender-varied conceptions of
divinity. But one facter that I think is particularly important
to name is a factor which has both sociological and theological
dimensions (among several others), and that is feminism.

Evidence for the influence of feminism on this doctrinal
shift in Christian sexual ethics is scattered throughout the
resources compiled by the churches for use by their members in
devotional services, workshops and private meditations.

The Anglican Church reveals that it has listened to feminist
critiques of sexual politics, for example, in its 1985 study
guide titled "Pornography: The Distortion of Erotica."® The
authors eof this study guide lament the fact that formerly the
church was "very quiet about sexuality"” and about the fact that
the church’s past action and tradition can be said to have

"fostered a concept of sexuality that is male dominated.“Jg

3 Anglican Church of Canada, Task Force on Pornography,
"Pornography: The Distortion of Erotica" (Vancouver 1985).

1 Anglican Church of Canada, Task Force on Pornography,
"Pornography: The Distortion of Erotica"” (Vancouver 1985}, in
the section titled "Catch the Vision,” p. 1. Further signs of
significant feminist influence on Anglican thinking concerns the
related subject of wife assault. See Violence Against Women:
Abuse in Society and Church and Proposals for Change, The
Taskforce Report to General Synod 1986 of the Anglican Church of
Canada {(Torontec: Anglican Book Centre, 1987). This document
also makes informed use of respected feminist authors in this
field (e.g., Fiorenza 1983; Luxton 1980; Ruether 1973; Smith
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Explicit reference to several well-known feminist theorists
ijs contained in the March 1985 issue of the U.C.C. periodical,
Women’s Concerns (Issue 28, "Calling Women of The United Church
of Canada to Respond to General Council Actions”). The articles
in this issue of Women’s Concerns cover such topics as sexuality,
"the changing roles of women and men in church and society,” and
the report of the U.C.C. Task Force on Pornography. Each article
advises the reader to complement some U.C.C. document, such as
Gift, Dilemma and Promise: A Report and Affirmations on Human
Sexuality, by The United Church of Canada, with a number of other
articles, books and periodicals, prominent among which are
several respected feminist works. For example, feminist
references cited for the topic of sexuality and religion include
the periodicals Broadside, and Kinesis, and the authors Ruether
(1974), Ruether and McLaughlin (1879), Heyward (1984), Baker
Miller (1976) and Snitow, Stansen, and Thompson {1983). On the
subject of pornography the recommended authors include Dworkin
(1979), Griffin (1981), Lederer (1980) and Ridington (1983). 1In

addition to the church’s task force report on the changing roles

1874, 1977, 1980; Trible 1984; Walker 18979) and contains a
similar self-critical attitude indicating agreement with feminist
critiques, as, for example, in the following statement taken from
the preface (p. 10): "If the church is to address wife assault,
it must understand the patriarchal roots of the problem. If the
church is to act, it must do so from a2 stance of confession. It
must confess its collusion in the patriarchal prerogative. It
must confess its role in prescribing sbuse as fitting behaviour
for husbands. It must confess its role in promulgating a
theology which excuses wife battering.”
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of women and men in church and society, readers interested in
this subject are advised to consult Christ and Plaskow (1979),
Collins (1974), Schiissler Fiorenza (1983), Heyward (1982, 1984),
and Spretnak (1982), among others. These are all well known and
respected feminist sources.

The fact that these two Protestant churches have been
influenced by, and clearly agree with, recognized feminist
thinking on these topics can probably be attributed to the
authoritative status that women now occupy within these churches.
The United Church of Canada ordained its first woman minister in
1936, and since the late 1970s has witnessed a substantial
increase in women en;ering the ministry. Half of its candidates
are now women. A few notable women have even served at the very

top of the U.C.C. hierarchy over the past decade.40

Several
Anglican Church dioceses began ordaining women in the late 1970s
as well. I do not think it is unlikely that several women among
the many now seeking and obtaining ordination would be acting
from feminist convictions and dedicating themselves to educating
the church about feminism.

In the United States of America there is also some evidence

that feminist critiques are having an impact within the churches,

0 For example, the Very Rev. Lois M. Wilson, winner of
Canada’s Pearson Peace Medal in 1985, is a former moderator of
the U.C.C. (1980-82). She was also the first woman president of
the Canadian Council of Churches (1876-79), end subsequently
became one of the first women presidents of the World Council of
Churches (1983-1990). And Dr. Anne Squire, who was made
moderator of the U.C.C. in 1986, was the first lay woman to
achieve that position.
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such as the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), in which women have
been able to gain access to authoritative church positiens in
recent years. The 1988 report prepared by the Presbyterian
Church {(U.S.A.), for instance, which is titled "Pornography: Far

nil presents an exhaustive analysis of

From the Song of Songs,
pornography that is thoroughly conversant with the latest
feminigst literature on the subject.

Protestant denominations are not alone in officially
changing their doctrinal perspective on sexuality. Nor are they
the only churches to acknowledge the influence of feminist
thought on their own thinking, or at least to acknowledge the
compatibility of feminist thought with the newly emerging
Christian view on sexuality. The Canadian Conference of Catholic
Bishops, for example, endorses one point of feminist analysis in

»#2 in which the bishops

its 1984 "Stetement on Pornography,
quote as authoritative Susan Brownmiller’s analysis of the
institution of prostitution. This Roman Catholic document also
contains an admission of former church complicity in the

acceptance of a problematic understanding of sexuality that was

harmful to women, an acknowledgement comparable to the admissions

2 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), "Pornography: Far From
the Song of Songs" (1988), reproduced in The Churches Speak On:
Pornography, ed. J. Gordon Melton (Detroit: Gale Research Ine.,
1989), pp. 91-213.

% canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, "Statement on
Pornography"” (1984}, reproduced in The Churches Speak On:
Pornography, ed. J. Gordon Melton (Detroit: Gale Research Inc.,
1989), pp. 21-29.
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of responsibility for former antisexual teachings that were made
in the above Anglican and U.C.C. documents. The Catholic bishops
argue in this official statement that pornography, like
prostitution itself, is "incompatible with the dignity of human
persons and their fundamental rights.” About prostitution they

write:

Often enough prostitution is explained and excused as a
response to physical need. However, the phenomenon of
prostitution goes much deeper. The client asks for the
play acting of another person who offers sexual
availability but without the demands and the risks of
encounter and mutual self-giving which characterize
human sexuality. Thus prostitution, especially
legalized prostitution -- which we feel would be
totally unacceptable -- "institutionalizes the concept
that access to a woman’s body is a right given to men
by money, if not by God, and that sexuality is =a
service women ought not to refuse to civilized men”
[citing Brownmiller (1976)]. It may have been possible
at one time to claim certain church authorities for
such a position. However, this is no longer possible
today if we consider the teaching of the Second Vatican
Council. As the Economic and Social Council of the
United Nations has stated in almost the very words of
Vatican II: "Prostitution as the slavery of women and
children is incompatible with the dignﬁty of human
persons and their fundamental rights.”

Too much should not be made of this one instance in which
the Roman Catholic Church in Canada has treated with respect some
feminist criticism of traditional attitudes about sexuality,

however. It is rather anomalous, given other instances that

Canadian Teminists would urge not be forgotten. For example, the

% canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, "Statement on
Pornography,” op. cit., pp. 24-25.
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response of the Catholiec Church to the feminist play Les Fées ont
soif! in the late 1970s was effectively censorious because this
play was iconoclastic in tackling head-on the issue of female
sexuality and its distorted and unhealthy formulation within

Christian tradition as a virgin/whore u:l:i.cho’c.om:,r.‘5

" Denise Boucher, Les Fées ont soif (Montreal: Les
Editions Interméde, 1978). Translated by Alan Brown as The
Fairies Are Thirsty (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1982). The Catheolic
Diocese in Montreal temporarily obtained an injunction banning
this controversial feminist play. See the Montreal Gazette, 30
January 1981, p. 3. A respected critic of feminist Québécoise
literature, Patricia Smart, describes the play as follows in her
video "Women in Quebec Literature” (Ottawa: Carleton University,
1988): "The play -- centred on three characters: the Virgin
Mary, a traditional mother, and a prostitute -- is a strong
attack on the Catholic Church and on the role of state power
which have together kept women from a sense of their own rights
and power, and alienated them from their bodies.... In the play,
a character emerges from within a huge plaster statue
representing the Virgin Mary and asks the audience to recognize
the real woman who has been hidden in the pure and bloodless
image of Mary that the Church has created. ‘I am an image,’ she
says. ‘I am she who has no body.... No one dares to break my
image.... Don't I have, somewhere, a daughter who will deliver
me?’ Together with the mother and the prostitute figure, who
also abandon their traditional roles, she sets out in search of
her real self, her body and new ways of relating to men and to
children. It is a revolutionary project, and the play ends with
the imagining of a new society based on love among equals.”

¥ Further indication of the discomfort that feminist
thinking still causes many Roman Catholics is the furore that
erupted in 1981 over the film The Burning Times. The film,
produced by Studio D of the National Film Board of Canade,
presents a feminist perspective on the witch-burnings in Europe
and on the culpable role of the Roman Catholic Church. Offended
by the portrayal of the Roman Catholic Church as "a wicked,
patriarchal, misogynist institution,” the Catholic Civil Rights
League complained to the Canadian Radio-television and
Telecommunications Commission over its broadcast, petitions of
protest were tabled in the House of Commons, and numerocus columns
and letters-to-the-editor on the subject appeared in Canadian
newspapers. See: Peter Stockland’s column "A lady not for
burning," The Ottawa Sun, 31 March 1991; Bob Harvey's column



The position that the Catholic bishops take on sexuality in
their "Statement on Pornography," furthermore, is not as much of
a rejection of former negative attitudes as is found in the
Protestant documents. For they also write about the "inherent
ambiguity” in wh;ch "the original goodness of sexuality (...Gen.
1, 27-31), often enough brings about domination rather than true
encounter between people (Gen. 3, 16).“48 They say that "sexual
pleasure which in itself signifies joy in life and the grateful
acceptance of the gift of life, can also bring about harm and
violence. This threat of violence arises from the inherent

aggressivity in 3exuality.“”

In spite of repudiating their
former toleration of prostitution, then, the Roman Catholic
Church here seems to be perpetuating a2 predominantly male view of

sexuality, a view which one might reasonably argue is in keeping

with its exclusively male priesthood.

"Catholics protest witch film,"” The Ottawa Citizen, 8 June 1891;
Jack Kapica’s "Fifth Column" piece in The Globe and Mail, 12 June
1991, titled "Jack Kapica explains why a feminist film on
witcheraft will not help the cause of women in the church”; a
letter-to-the-editor responding to Kapica’s column, by G. Bruce
Sanguin, Minister, West Hill United Church, in The Globe and
Mail, 22 June 1991; and Peter Stockland’s column responding to
the CRTC’s ruling {(which decided against further action, thus
dismissing the Catholic Human Rights League complaint) in The
Calgary Sun, 24 December 1981, titled "A slap in the face."” (My
thanks to Donna Read, director of The Burning Times, as well as
Goddess Remembered and Full Circle, for providing me with these
references.)

4 Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, "Statement on
Pornegraphy,” op. cit., p. 21.

1 Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, "Statement on
Pornography,” p. 22.
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To sum up the salient points gleaned from this review of
recent Canadian church documents: The churches have continued
their opposition to pornography, but their reasons have changed.
While there is variation in the degree of reversal, former
teachings on sexuality are changing. Some churches now affirm
sexuality as a good, and as a gift worthy of celebration. They
consciously turn away from their former teachings about its
sinfulness, even admitting responsibility for the harm such
teachings caused. In effect, these churches now seem to be
preaching a very similar sex-positive message to the one that
some pornographers used to espouse in the 1850s and 1960s.

Why, then, do the churches still oppose pornography? Two
reasons are obvious. First, the churches explicitly specify in
the documents quoted above that they oppose pornography for its
violent, exploitative and degrading messages. That is where the
new antithesis between pornography and reformed Christian
doctrine rests, not in their respective views on the morality of
enjoying sexual pleasure. Second, both explicit and implicit in
these same church documents are signs that the churches have been
influenced by feminism, by feminist arguments about sexuality,
about pornography, and about how Christian teachings have
contributed to women’s subordination.

No one should be surprised by the significant influence that
feminism has had on recent church teachings about sex, and
therefore also on the new basis for church opposition to

pornography. The improving status and authority of women within
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Canadian churches, particularly over the last two decades, has
made it inevitable that the effects of feminist thought would
soon begin to be felt under the influence of women’s leadership.
In fact, these fundamental doctrinal changes concerning sexuality
that are occurring in the major Canadian churches are occurring
because women have made the issues of sexuality and pornography
priorities, and they may well represent an important confirmation
of Naomi Goldenberg’s prediction concerning the impact to be
expected from feminism on traditional religions. Naomi
Goldenberg predicted in 1979 in Changing of the Gods: Feminism
and the End of Traditional .‘?.e.l.i.t_'r‘..'i:::ms,‘Is that, when women

"succeed in changing traditions so that they are treated as the

L

equals of men,"” women will, in the process, "radically alter the

religion.” They will leave it recognizable in name only.

But a merely semantic veneer of tradition ought not to
hide the fact that very nontraditional faiths will be
practiced. Those of us who fancy ourselves scholars of
religion will perceive what is happening more clearly
if we do not pretend that we are watching minor
metamorphos&s occurring within the Jewish and Christian

traditions.
Therefore, in an indirect way, pornography is relevant to the
field of women and religion as an issue which helps to reveal

that there is, as was reasonable to expect, a significant impact

8 Naomi R. Goldenberg, Changing of the Gods: Feminism and
the End of Traditional Religions (Boston: Beacon Press, 1979),
pp. 6-9.

4 Goldenberg, Changing of the Gods, p. 9.
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on Christian doctrine resulting from women’s new roles of

leadership within the tradition.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have argued for the recognition of two
main ideas. The first idea that I maintained was worth noting is
that a distinguishing feature of modern pornography is its
preoccupation with Christianity almost as much as with sex. The
second idea I put forward is that the assumed simple antithesis
between Christianity and pornography on the basis of Christian
antisexualism in particular no longer holds. Too many Christian
authorities are recanting traditional anti-sex precepts of the
faith to allow such an assumption to continue unchallenged. An
antithetical relationship between the two remains, but more
refined analysis, more sophisticated analysis than the one which
bases it on Christian antisexualism, as such, is required to
describe and explain it.

This second idea is one which many feminist antipornography
activists outside the church do not yet fully appreciate. For
there are many feminist critics of pornography outside the church
who accept the analyses (by Susan Griffin, Andrea Dworkin, and
others) which assert that pornography actually expresses the same
antisexual attitude taught by traditional Christianity and not

its opposite as pornographers claim. (These analyses are the
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subject of the next chapter.) Unfortunately, antipornography
feminists who continue to promote this analysis, without
acknowledging that anything has changed inside the churches as a
result of church members listening to these very critiques, leave
a misleading impression of the current state of Christian views
on sex in the same way that pornographers do.

Feminists opposed to pornography might want to argue,
however, that too much weight should not be given to these recent
changes inside some of the more progressive Christian churches.
For there remain other much more conservative churches which
continue using traditional teachings about sexuality, and which
are often even more vocal in their opposition to pornography,
thus lending credence to the common belief that antisexualism

5 For

lies behind 211 Christian opposition to pornography.
practical reasons, moreover, it is too complicated to draw fine
distinctions between segments of Christianity each time one
engages in the public debate about pornography.

Nonetheless, I think it is advisable for antipornography

feminists to be cognizant of changing Christian attitudes about

50 See, for example, the Seventh-Day Adventist Church
statements, such as the "Standards of Christian Living" (1986),
reproduced in The Churches Speak On: Pornography, ed. J. Gordon
Melton (Detroit: Gale Research Inc., 1989), pp. 227-230. This
statement speazks of "the evil that is in the world through lust”
and of the Satanic nature of "sensual indulgence" in pornography
as in many other forms of the media which focus on pursuing
sensual pleasure. "Let us not patronize the commercialized
amusements, joining with the worldly, careless, pleasure-loving
multitudes who are ‘lovers of pleasures more than lovers of
God.'"™
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sex. Pornographers depend on the widespread ignorance about
change of this nature. The common misconception atout a simple
antithesis between Christianity and pornography based on
Christien antisexualism continues to control the parameters of
the debate about the moral value of pornography. As mentioned
before, Christensen relies on it in his recent book, Pornography:
The Other Side, as the contrast against which to defend the
positive moral value of pornography. He argues that
"pornography, together with the desires that underlie it, is
natural and healthy"”; whereas "the historical view of the
church was that sex was peolluting, so that the holy would avoid
it altogether. It could be tolerated only to produce

wdl

children... Opposition to pornography, according to

Christensen’s analysis, simply reflects the fact that "parts of
that attitude toward sex and the body are still with us . ¥

Christensen writes as if all opponents of pornography hold
the same antisexual attitudes, including radical feminists. For
he sees feminist opposition, too, as rooted in women’s shame

about their bodies. After examining a variety of feminist

antipornography arguments, Christensen concludes that they are

i Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, op. cit., p.

14.

% Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 18.

i Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 18.
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Wil

all "patent rationalizations. Women's shame is the real

reason behind all of them.

It seems quite clear that the most fundamental source
of feminist views about pornography and women is the
sex-negative conditioning we all have recgived. but
which females receive in greater degrees.

Like the feminists, Christensen sees religious

fundamentalists as similarly

... intolerant of those whose sexual needs or practices
reflect a difference from their own repressed
nature.... Underlying all these charges, very clearly,
is a general antisexualism. They tend to consider sex
education about as evil as pornography, and they are
constantly working to cens%r sexual knowledge ocut of
the lives of young people.

In all fairness, Christensen could not be expected to be aware of

the subtle shortcomings of continuing to view Christian

i Upon examining & series of feminist antipornography
arguments, Christensen writes in Pornography: The Other Side (p.
39) that, "yet another standard argument against pornography
reveals yet again that its motivation is not what it pretends to
be.... The fact is that all the standard arguments against
pornography in itself are logical fallacies of one kind or
another. That such patent rationalizations have been convincing
to so many is a testament to the power of socialization...” What
is the real motivation? He specifies (p. 31): "The real reason
for attacking the showing of sex organs seems clear, namely, that
they alone among body parts are considered shameful.”

Christensen finds support for his interpretation in the works of
Nancy Friday (p. 44): "As Friday and other women writers have
suggested, the basic reason many object to pornography is the
deep-laid belief that their sex organs are unclean.”

5 Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 41l.

% Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 56.
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antisexualism as an explanation for all opposition to
pornography, since his field of expertise is the philosophy of
science, not religious studies. His lack of familiarity with the
field of religion I think may also explain his too peremptory
dismissal of feminist "metaphysical” arguments against
pornography, as I will argue below, in Chapter Four. In any
case, the consequence of the acceptance of the common view by
Christensen, and many others, is that it presents traditional
religious conservatives and feminists as sharing traditional
Christian antisexualism in an endless replay of old attitudes as
though recent history had not brought any significant changes.
It doesn’t allow for the possibility of the picture that I have
described in this chapter, i.e., a new Christian vision of
sexuality influenced by what feminists have envisioned and
articulated about sexuality over the last few decades, a vision
which affirms the pleasures and beauty of sex within the context
of relationships of mutual respect and caring while
simultaneocusly condemning sexual relations in which anyone is
forced or coerced or made to suffer.

To conclude, in this chapter I have begun to present my case
for the relevance of pornography as a subject for religious
studies by addressing two ideas that I think are most likely to
come to mind if someone is asked to consider the religious
aspects-of pornography: (1) the anti-Christian quality of so
much modern pornographic satire, and (2) Christian antisexualism

as the basis for all criticisms of pornography as well as being
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the root cause of porneography (and its excesses) in the first
place. I have argued that the second of these two ideas, while
it appears to have merit in some respects, does not adequately
reflect changing historical conditions. If there is a dialogue
of antithesis between Christianity and pornography, and there is,
it should not be perceived as static. It is a dialogue that is
in transition from being polarized over sexual morality to a
polarization over other moral issues, specifically issues of
violence and exploitation. The static perception of this
antithesis as centred on sexual ethics is erroneous, with an
unfortunate tendency to obscure & number of interesting facts and
issues. It obscures current official Christian attitudes toward
sex, and thereby alsc the fact of the significant impact of
women’'s new leadership roles within the church. Furthermore, the
presumed antithesis between pornography and Christianity on the
basis of one being sex-positive and the other sex-negative, by
dominating most discussions of pornography, tends to obscure
other less obvious, but important aspects about pornography that
are relevant to religious studies. In subsequent chapters I will

clarify what these other, less obvious aspects are.



CHAPTER THREE

VARIATIONS ON THE CHRISTIAN CONNECTION

In Chapter Two I argued that the appearance of an
antithetical relationship between pornography and Christianity,
in which the former is taken as sex-positive and the latter as
sex-negative in orientation, needs up-dating in order to reflect
better the recent pro-sex doctrinal changes in the major
Christian churches in Canada, changes which, significantly,
reflect women’s powerful new influence within these churches. In
this chapter I will argue that the frequently assumed
antithetical relationship needs reappraisal for another reasén as
well. It is not only the case that Christianity is becoming sex-
positive in orientation; it is also the case that pornography is
becoming recognized for being more negative than positive in its
orientation regarding sex than heretofore acknowledged by more
than a few. 1In fact pornography is becoming recognized for being
in reality more similar than dissimilar to traditional
Christianity in a variety of ways. The purpose of this chapter
is to review some of the arguments recently being put forward
that present analyses of the sometimes subtle but important
similarities between pornography and Christianity. 1In this
chapter I will review and comment on four such variations on the

theme of "the Christian connection."”
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VARTATION #1:

BOTH PORNOGRAPHY AND CHRISTIANITY TREAT SEX AS SHAMEFUL AND MALE

VIOLENCE AS INEVITABLE

As I mentioned in Chapter One, the idea that pornography’'s
treatment of sex actually expresses the same attitude of disgust
which permeates the dominant trends in traditional Christianity
over the centuries was an idea put forward as early as 1964 by
Wayland Young in Eros Denied. Young’s point was that Christian
culture, even in the modern secular era, does not even
understand, let alone share, the celebratory attitude toward sex
found in erotica, and therefore automatically censors it. But
pornography is understood perfectly well. "Pornography, yes;
nasty dirty little bits for people to masturbate over; we

understand that all right, and condemn it."l

Pornography is
condemned because it presents itself as furtive enjoyment of what
is shameful, i.e., sex, not because it denies that sex is
shameful.

Young does not elaborate this idea much further. And, as
far as I can see, it did not become widely accepted or repeated.
Several years later, however, feminist crities of pornography,
Andrea Dworkin and Susan Griffin, each reached a similar

conclusion for themselves. In 1979, in her book Pornography:

Men Possessing Women, Dworkin writesgs, "Pornography does not, as

! Wayland Young, Eros Denied, op. cit., p. 53.
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some claim, refute the idea that female sexuality is dirty:
instead, pornography embodies and exploits this idea; pornography
sells and promotes it."? Dworkin also identifies the taste for
violence in pornography with the virtual reverence for violence
in male-supremacist culture since the crucifixion of Ch'l.".i.s.‘!:.,:'l

and thus begins to broaden the scope of parallels between
pornography and Christianity. Then, in 1981, in Pornography and
Silence: Culture’s Revenge Against Nature, Susan Griffin
outlines a comprehensive analysis of how pornography, contrary to
most expectations, actually expresses the same worldview, the
same dualistic metaphysical understanding -- including the same
abhorrence of sexuality -- as traditional Christianity expresses.

She discusses a set of themes in which the two can be seen to

: Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women (1979;
reprint with new introduction, Toronto: Plume, Penguin Books,
1989), p. 201.

3 Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women, p. 53:
"Because male supremacy means precisely that men have learned to
use violence against others, particularly against females, in a
random or disciplined way, loyalty to some form of male violence,
its advocacy in language or action, is a prime criterion of
effective masculine identity. In adoring violence -- from the
crucifixion of Christ to the cinematic portrayal of General
Patton -- men seek to adore themselves, or those distorted
fragments of self left over when the capacity to perceive the
value of life has been paralyzed and maimed by the very adherence
to violence that men articulate as life’s central and energizing
meaning."” Earlier, in Woman Hating (1974: 73), Dworkin wrote
about the Christian underpinnings of the ethic of violence
against women as a cultural phenomenon. She was not speaking
explicitly about pornography there, but the critique has obvious
applicability: "the dualism of good and evil, virgin and whore
+++ inherent in Christianity finds its logical expression in the
rituals of sadomasochism.” Cited in Mary Jo Weaver, "Pornography
and the Religious Imagination,” op. cit., p. 72.
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coincide with, rather than contradict, one another. Her analysis
merits a brief review.

Griffin begins her analysis by acknowledging how unusual the
idea of a similar worldview being shared by pornography and

Christianity seems at first:

We are perhaps surprised to find that the metaphysics
of Christianity and the metaphysics of pornography are
the same. For we are accustomed to thinking of history
in B different light. We imagine the church fathers as
the judges of and inquisitors against the
pornographers. We imagine the pornographer as a
revolutionary of the imagination, who bravely stands up
to speak of the life of the body openly whil? the
church pronounces on the evils of the flesh.

There are innumerable apt quotations extant from writings by the
early Church Fathers, and by their ascetic forerunners in
Classical culture, which pronounce on "the evils of the flesh."
Griffin adduces a representative selection from such writers as
Tertullian ("natural beauty ought to be obliterated by
concealment and neglect, since it is dangerous to those who look
upon it")}, and argues that against these voices we juxtapose what
we imagine is...

... the voice of the pornographer, who we imagine

defends the body, loves flesh, worships desire, would
explore all the possibilities of sexual joy. Thus we

{ Susan Griffin, Pornography and Silence: Culture’s
Revenge Against Nature (New York: Harper and Row, 1981), pp. 1l4-
15.
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begin to think of pornography as a kind of
transgression against ‘holy? prudery.°

But although pornography is obsessed with transgressing Christian
morality, in fact, Griffin argues, "what is called a
transgression against the church fathers is finally loyalty”
because "every theme, every attitude, every shade of pornographic
feeling has its origin in the church."E

Griffin identifies the same psychological process of denial
and projection in the minds of both pornographer and Church
Father or Inquisitor. By this mental mechanism each seeks to
deny the physical side of himself, which is feared and hated, and
perforce ends up projecting this denied part of himself onto the
body of woman who becomes thereby carnality itself, dangerous,

evil, and in need of punishment.

Both the church and pornography have chosen the same
victim on which to push this denied knowledge.... A
woman’s body evokes the self-knowledge a man tries to
forget. And thus he dreads this body. But he does not
understand this dread as belonging to himself, and =2
fear of what the female body calls up in him. Rather,
he pretends to himself that she is evil....
[Furthermore,] he can not reject this knowledge
entirely. It comes back to him through his own body:
through desire. Just as he pushes away a part of
himself, he desires it. What he hates and fears, what
he would loathe, he desires. He is in a terrible
conflict with himself. And instead he comes to imagine
that he struggles with a woman. Onto her body he
projects his fear and his desire. So the female body,
like the whore of Babylon in church iconography,

§ Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 15.

§ Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 16.



simultaneously lures the pornographer and incites his

rage.'

This psychological pattern of denial and projection arises
out of the dualistic metaphysical system which posits the soul as
good and the body as evil. The pornographer’s participation in
this pattern reveals his underlying acceptance of the same
dualistic metaphysics despite his protestations to the contrary,
that Christianity treats the body as evil but he treats it as
good. Beginning with the prototype anti-Christian rebel, the
Marquis de Sade, Griffin reviews a wide selection of pornography
and observes the various signs by which pornographers’ reveal
their participation in this psychological pattern of denial and
projection.

Griffin shows, for example, that pornography does not "cast
shame away and join carnal and spiritual love together again."a
which would be a signal of the rejection of dualistic thinking
which characterizes Christianity. The originel pornographer, the
Marquis de Sade, himself admitted that, "After an act of coitus
with a woman, he found her repulsive, and hated her company,"g
for all the world as if he shared the view that sex is disgusting

and sullies a woman, rather than holding such a view in contempt

" Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 19-20. Emphasis in
the original.

g Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 20.

d Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 20.
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along with the rest of the Christian perspective he scorns. 1In
fact, instead of rejecting the familiar Christian paradigm that
paints women as either virgin, and holy, or whore, and shameful,
pornography embraces the paradigm with fervour; it is actually
obsessed with these two personae, these two stereotypes of
womanhood. The hero in pornography repeatedly reprimands the
virgin for her prudery and presumed purity, and punishes her by
raping her, an experience which is presented as immediately
transforming her into the opposite, a whore. "Over and over
again, the pornographer’s triumph, the piéce de résistance in his
fantasy, occurs when he turns the virgin into a whore."lu Or,

if the pornographic hero’s rape victim is already a whore, "He
reminds her of her already fallen condition. When he rapes her
he tells her that he does so because of her humiliated state, to

wll What is important to recognize is that in either

punish her.
scenario the sexual act is obviously understood as "an act of
humiliation to the soul,” a means of humiliation, which reveals
that the pornographer, despite his protestations to the contrary,
is assuming "the old religious definition of the act" as
something inherently evil and shameful.!

The theme in pornography which associates women with animels

is another example which Griffin thinks indicates that the

W Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 22.

' Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 22.

12 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 22.
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pornographer is engaging in the denial and projection of the same
despised part of himself that the ascetic, body-hating Christian
despises. The sight of a woman’s body, Griffin says, recalls to
a man his physical, animal nature, the part of himself that he
cannot control, and that is mortal. Remembering the serpent in
the biblical story of Adam and Eve, he thinks it is his animal
nature which ultimately destroys him, which is his enemy. This
despised part of himself he also projects onto images of women,
presenting them as animals, as beasts "in heat,” or in acts of
coitus with animals. In the pornographer’s mind, "a woman's body
becomes the symbol which contains all that a man finds soiled by
bestiality in himself."!

Griffin interprets the theme of the revelation of female
flesh in pornography &s another example indicating that the
pornographer shares the same body-hating, flesh-fearing
perspective typical of Christianity. But, instead of
concealment, as advised by the Church Fathers, the pornographer
opts for the unlimited exposure of female flesh as his method for
conquering his fears of the "overwhelming seductive powers” of a
woman’s beauty which "can lead him into the world of flesh and
the devil. Desiring her, he forgets his soul. He moves into

nld

eternal perdition. For, in Griffin's view, the revelation of

the flesh in pornography is done precisely in order to undermine

B Griffin, Pernography and Silence, p. 27.

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 30.
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these seductive powers of female flesh, to expcse the mystery of
the female body, and to reveal it as nothing so mysterious and
poverful and threatening to men as they fear it to be, to reveal
it as "nothing more than flesh, and flesh under culture’s

"B 1p photographing her, the pornographer "possesses”

control.
the woman, "he controls the one who has captured him," thus
making himself safe from her power; and the viewer, the voyeur,
remains at a similarly safe distance, similarly maintaining his
sense of control. "He can look freely and turn away when he
wishes. He can run his hands over the two-dimensional surface,
but he will not be touched."!! The only desire either man

permits himself, therefore, is in a form in which he is in
control. Griffin might have noted that Saint Augustine, too,
believed that the ideal of human sexuality before the Fall took a

form in which the man never succumbed to desire but always

exercised supreme control.l

I3 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 33.

18 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 34-35.

17 Rosemary Radford Ruether describes Augustine’s vision of
sex before the Fall as follows: "Augustine defended the bisexual
character of the original creation, defining women as the
original material principle in relation to spirit. What was
lacking in original creation was not bisexuality but sexual
libido ~-- that is, instead of making the original creation
nonsexual, he makes it nonsensual. This view leads to
Augustine’s belief that in Paradise man would have ‘used’ woman
in a completely ‘unfeeling' way, Jjust as he moves his hand or his
foot dispassionately and in a way that is totally under control
of the rational will. Specifically, the male would have been
innocent of that ‘hideous’ erection of his sexual organ and that
rush of sensual feeling that defies rational contrel in his
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The "central metaphor” of pornography, Griffin thinks, is
the transformation of a woman, a living person with her own

reason for being, into a thing, an object, which exists only for

18

the sake of the man. Here, we are reminded of Eve's creation

for the sake of Adam, to please Adam, and of the Christian

tradition which entertained as debatable the idea that a woman

has no soul.Ig

The pornographer reduces a woman to & mere thing, to an
entirely material object without a soul, who can only
be "loved"” physically. But the church, and the Judeo-
Christian culture, give us the same ethos. For we read
in church doctrine that the man is the head and the

wife the body,mor that woman is the known, whereas man
is the knower.

response to the visual image of woman. With the same rationality
and dispassion that a farmer sows his seed in the furrow of a
field, the man would have sowed his seed in the woman.” See
Ruether’s article, "Misogynism and Virginal Feminism in the
Fathers of the Church," in Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman
in the Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed. Rosemary Radford
Ruether {(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), pp. 161-162.

13 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 36: "For the
pornographic camera performs a miracle in reverse. Looking on a
living being, a person with a soul, it produces sn image of a
thing. Any presence the real woman being photographed might have
had has vanished in this lens. In pornography, even when a& real
woman poses for the camera, she does not pose as herself.

Rather, she performs. She plays the part of an object. And
rather than an acecidental quality of pornography, this
objectification of a2 whole heing into a thing is the central
metaphor of the form."

13 This debate was ostensibly settled, among Catholics at
least, in the mid-16th century at the Council of Trent, when the
pronouncement was made that women do have souls.

20 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 3.



- 120 -

Yet, paradoxically, this mere thing without soul does not behave
entirely like a thing, for pornography repeatedly shows the woman
as being in need of domination, as if she had a will of her own.
This is because she does have a will. For, in the psychological
movement of denial and projection, the woman should be recognized
as symbolizing, not only the idea of woman-as-soulless, but also
the idea of the man’s own soul, that part of himself of which he
is frightened, which he tries to deny, but which can not be
denied and will ceaselessly assert its presence.21
If the "central metaphor" of pornography is comparable to
the Christian paradigm whereby woman is body, despised
materiality, a mere thing, whereas man is soul, & being more
spiritual then material in nature, Griffin thinks it is also
meaningful to see.in "the sadomesochistic ordeal” another close
correspondence. She calls this sadomasochistic ordeal the "high

drama of pornography,” claiming that it mirrors the "theatrical

moments” in "the story of Christ’s martyrdom."22 Because the

Y Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 39-40.

22

Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 46: "If all the
literature of pornography were to be represented by one
performance ... the scenes ... would have to be the moments

(which are inevitable in the pornographic oeuvre) in which most
usually a woman, sometimes a man, often a child, is abducted by
force, verbally abused, beaten, bound hand and foot and gagged,
often tortured, often hung, his or her body suspended, wounded,
and then murdered. But this is a drama we have all been called
upon to witness, to witness and weep at beholding, taking this
suffering into our hearts with our very belief in the divinity of
goodness; for who in this culture can have escaped the story of
Christ’s martyrdom? All the theatrical moments of the agony of
Christ mirror the high drama of pornography: the arrest, the



- 121 -

cruelty depicted in pornography "is identical to that
transgression which men played out against the body of a god who

was to have redeemed the human soul from the original sin of

carnality,"23

the great puzzle becomes decipherable. The great
puzzle of sadomasochistic pornography is the pornographer’s
assertion that pain produces pleasure: "in the pornographic
demimonde, cruelty is treated like a rare and precious
delight."u Women critics of pornography often challenge its
representation of women as seemingly enjoying their own rape or
torture, but Griffin reminds her readers that in pornography
woman symbolizes the denied, projected part of man just as much
as, if not actually more than, herself. It is not the woman’s
suffering the man enjoys so much as hig own. It is the denied
part of himself he enjoys punishing. He derives the pleasure of
redemption that comes, as in the Christian story, through the
suffering of deserved punishment, or "discipline”, as
pornographers like to call it. By its associations with
childhood, the term ‘discipline’ raises another issue, the issue
of a possible underlying psychological phenomenon that might

explain the attractiveness of both the Christian story of

redemption and of sadomasochistic pornography, i.e., the profound

humiliating interrogation, the public ridicule, the beating, the
binding to a2 cross, the suspension of his body from that cross,
the cruel wound inflicted on his side, his terrible slow death.”

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 46.

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 47.



- 122 -

sense of powerlessness and rage from carnal pains and
frustrations which are suffered in infancy. Griffin explores a
few ways in which pornography can be read to express this theme
of infant rage at the mother’s breast. She describes
pornographic scenarios ranging from direct violent attacks on
women'’s breasts,25 for example, to indirect "reversals", such as
instances of forcing reluctant women to suck on a penis and
swallow the "milky" semen. Thus, she says, when a woman is the
victim in sadomasochistic pornography, when "a woman is tortured
and reduced to the level of an infant, humiliated by her desire,
her helplessness, and materiality, the issues of control and
revenge mingle in an obsessive repetition of the crucial drama of

wlb

infancy. We can see "the child’s desire to have the power

his parents had, to infliet upon them the longing, rejection,
frustration, pain, and humiliation that the infant once felt."u
In the infant'’s mind, moreover, the mother and the self are

initially fused, so that the levels of meaning in the

& The following instance from American Psycho (p. 290)
could be added to Griffin’s collection of pornography’s violent
attacks on women’s breasts: "Back in my bedroom, Christie lies
on the futon, tied to the legs of the bed, bound up with rope,
her arms above her head, ripped pages from last month’s Vanity
Fair stuffed into her mouth. Jumper cables hooked up to a
battery are clipped to both breasts, turning them brown.... In
the morning ... the smell coming from her burnt corpse is jolting
and I have to open the venetian blinds, which are spattered with
burnt fat from when Christie’s breasts burst apart, electrocuting
her, and then the windows, to air out the room..."

2 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 64.

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p..BO.
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pornographic symbol of woman slide easily from mother, against
whom the infant desires revenge, to the denied and projected,
unacceptable parts of oneself, the disobedient carnality which
also deserves punishment. Her suffering recalls the sins of
humanity for which the suffering and death of Christ brought
redemption. Revenge and redemption are both sweet, both
pleasurable, both necessary to one who feels intensely that the
conditions of nature, of carnality, sex, and death, are
intelerable. Thus, in the realm of psychological compulsions, in
the realm where culture seeks revenge esgainst nature, as Griffin
puts it, pain can indeed produce pleasure.

For all these reasons, Griffin argues, pornography, from the
first writings by the Marquis de Sade, is "not an elaborate
attempt to free flesh from Christian hatred of flesh."® pe
Sade’s espousal that nature itself "yearns for cruelty,” not joy,
is Just an inverse way of expressing the same animosity toward
nature, toward the vulnerable and mortal embodied nature of human
existence, toward this life, and this world, that Christian
ascetics have preached over the centuries. Moreover, pornography
ritually restates the same attitude. Recalling, for comparison,
the Christian Inquisitors and witch-burners of recent centurieé,
Griffin concludes:

. For above 2ll, pornography is ritual. It is an enacted
drama which is laden with meaning, which imparts =a

2 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 69.
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vigion of the world. The altar for the ritual is a

woman’s body. And the ritual which is 5arried out on

this altar is the desecration of flesh.

Finally, as the remaining most significant point of
correspondence between pornography and Christianity, Griffin
alludes to the pornographer’s defense of violent pornography on
the grounds that it provides men with a cathartic substitute for
real violence.

The pornographer’s argument for catharsis rests upon a

philosophy which describes the male human being as

filled with 2n innate rage which must from time to time

be alleviated.... What the pornographer’s argument for

catharsis conceals above all is his secret worship of

the image of himself as violent, and his desire for
some redemption, some entrﬁnce into a mystery within

himself, through violence.
What the pornographer is indirectly admitting by assuming there
is a need for cathartic violence, is that he believes human
nature is inherently aggressive, cruel and rapacious. But is
this not the same as the Christian view of human nature as
inherently sinful, as "fallen", and prone to evil? I am reminded
of the statement by the celibate Catholic bishops, quoted in
Chapter Two, which asserts that "sexual pleasure ... can also

bring about harm and violence. This threat of violence arises

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 79.

0 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 94-95.
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from the inherent aggressivity in sexuality. Pornography,

says Griffin, should be situated squarely within, not outside of,
the wheole Western religious, philosophical and scientific
tradition of belief in the inevitability of male violence,
starting from the Bible, and including Hobbes, Darwin, Freud,
Wilhelm Stekel, Konrad Lorenz, Lionel Tiger, and many others.u
Before leaving Griffin’s articulation of the similarities
between pornography and Christianity, it is worth noting her
observation of the religious perspective, or "sacred meaning,"”

which pornography "silences”.

Through all pornography, and behind every profanation,
... we can find a different vision of the world,
glimmering just out of reach, at times not even
visible, but always present -- this silenced presence
of the idea of a marriage between spirit and matter,
the forgotten knowledge that culture might embody
nature for us rather than deny her.... Behind the
static object which the obscene vision calls woman 1is a
sacred image of the goddess, the sacred image of the
cow, the emblematic touch of divinity in the ecstasy of
the sexual act, and behind all these the knowledge that
within matter and not outside the materiaﬁ isa a
knowledge of the meaning of the universe.

Even behind the sadomasochistic story in pornography Griffin
finds a hidden "sacred meaning.” Behind the humiliation and

death of the woman she sees the desire for the death of the ego,

i Canadian Conference of Cathelic Bishops, “"Statement on
Pornography"” (1984}, in The Churches Speak On: Pornography, ed.
J. Gordon Melton, op. cit., p. 22.

u Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 94-96.

n Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. T1l.
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of the cultural self. She sees a desire for freedom from
enslavement to the "false image of ourselves, expressed and given
a life by po::‘nogl:'l.ﬂzpl'xy.":M
In comparing the points made by Andrea Dworkin and Susan
Griffin it is important to notice that, for both, the important
reason for demonstrating the similarity between pornography and
traditional Christianity is clearly to show that the acceptance
of men’s violence against women is part of this picture, not only
a shared view of sex as shameful. Dworkin seems most concerned
with how the social system of male supremacy is buttressed by an
ideoclogy of admiration for men’s violent abilities.- Her research
over the years has focused on how male-dominated culture provides

such an ideology in abundance .’

Dworkin lays out the evidence
for its virtual reverence, whether one looks a%t the central

crucifixion motif in the Christian religion, a2t male-authored

" Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 76-77. -"This,
then, is the sacred meaning of humiliation: If we humiliate the
false, cultural image of ourselves, which is not ourselves, we
free our real beings.... For we are whole beings. We know this
somewhere in a part of ourselves that feels like memory. And
thus, despite the fact that we can find no culture living today
which does not express a profound hatred of the bodies of women,
and a fear of human nature and natural life, we have within us a
longing.... We know that every natural being has spirit. Every
culture recorded has expressed this longing in some form. One
encounters it as an idealized vision of the past, or as
conjecture about the nature of past societies, as a utopia or an
idea of heaven." (pp. 77-78)

3 See Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating (New York: E.P.
Dutton, 1974), Pornography: Men Possessing Women (1979; reprint,
Toronto: Plume, Penguin Bocks, 1989), Right-wing Women {New
York: Putnam, 1983}, Intercourse {New York: The Free Press,
1987}).
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philosophy or literature, or at pornography. In a sense Dworkin
sees pornography as a weapon in men’s arsenal which they choose
consciously for its political effectiveness in battling the
challenge to their domination being brought forward by
contemporary feminists. In her political work combatting

pornography, Dworkin seems to have been convinced over time by

men's arguments -- by writers ranging from Georges Bataille to
Leo Tolstoy -- that male sexuality is indeed inherently
violent.35 Griffin, however, has not been convinced of this.37

She doesn’t take the male argument at face value in the same way
Dworkin does. Her emphasis is different. She thinks men are

deluded in imagining themselves to be possessed of an inherently

18

violent sexuality. For Griffin, men’s delusion about their

¥ § think this explains Dworkin’'s sympathy for the
position taken by conservative, anti-feminist women, which she
expresses in Right-wing Women. In this book Dworkin argues that
right-wing women accept the inevitability of male violence and so
have come to accept the status quo as the best system for
offering them protection against it. Dworkin differs from these
women, not over their assessment of men, but over their

assessment of the status quo as the most protective system for
women.

" Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 96.

3 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 98-100: "What the
pornographer calls catharsis is not at all & catharsis. Rather,
it is an attempt to defend a belief in illusion. The
pornographer’s argument is really his illness arguing for its own
continued existence. This defense is whet a2 healer of the mind
might call resistance. The mind at war with itself wants to be
healed, but still elings to the old damaged way of being.... The
pornographer argues that pornography pulls back the veil drawn
over violent impulses and by revealing these impulses, heals....
But what the pornographer does not see, because he himself speaks
for the illness, is that pornography is the veil, is the false
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own nature is more responsible for their appetite for pornography
than any conscious choice to use pornography in a political war
with women. Her analysis of the similarities between pornography
and Christian dualistic thinking -- in terms of both systems
showing symptoms of the psychological movement of denial and
projection of the despised carnal part of the self -- is an
analysis that is primarily concerned with explaining how the
motivations for men’s violence, and particularly for their sexual
violence against women, can be understood in a way that does not
require accepting the inevitability of such violence. Griffin’'s
analysis is a diagnosis of an illness of the mind. And it
contains the potential for a cure through self-awareness,
followed by a self-conscious repudiation of all cultural forms
that celebrate dualism, including traditional, explicitly
dualistic Christianity and the equally, but implicitly, dualistic
cultural product of pornography. Her final optimistic word: "We

have choice."w

paralysis, is the obsession with a delusion. And part of this
delusion is the belief that man is a violent creature who must
purge himself of his violence by acting violently, or by
imagining violence. This delusion serves the deluded by arguing
(to whatever in him may abhor violence) that his fantasy of
violence actually heals him. And moreover, through this
delusionary image of himself as intrinsically ‘violent,’ he
continues to imagine himself as invulnerable and powerful.
Arguing that he is ‘overwhelmed’ by desire to be violent, he
escapes the fact that he is indeed ‘overwhelmed’' by other
feelings: by fear, or by desire.” Emphasis in the original.

¥ Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 265.
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Obviously there is room here for a more detailed analysis of
Dworkin’s and Griffin’s ideas concerning the links between
Christianity and pornography. The line of argument presented by
these feminist critics of pornography invites close consideration
and comment by scholars of religion. That would be beyond the
scope of my argument in this chapter, however, so I must leave it
for another time or another scholar. Though I am tempted to make
one observation at least. It seems to me that Griffin's idea of
pornography as a perfectly consistent obsession for a Christian,
an "addiction", as she calls it at one point, does seem to have a
certain explanatory power for otherwise seemingly anomalous
phenomena: for example, the use of pornography by one of this

century’s most renowned Christian theologians, Paul '1‘:':.11:'.ch,‘ﬂ

1 see Hannah Tillich, From Time to Time (New York: Stein
and Day, 1974), pp. 14-15, 189-80, and 241-243, for revelations
of Paul Tillich’s use of pornography. For example, referring to
herself as "the old woman" and her husband as "the old man,” she
recounts one time when she found him watching pornographic films:
"tAh,’ said the old woman, entering his room without knocking,
‘the old torture game.' The old man had pushed the buttons on
his custom-made screen. There was the familiar cross shooting up
the wall. 'So fitting for a Christian and a theologian,’ she
sneered. A naked girl hung on it, hands tied in front of her
private parts. Another naked figure lashed the crucified one
with 2 whip that reached further to another cross, on which a
girl was exposed from behind. More and more crosses appeared,
all with women tied and exposed in various positions. Some were
exposed from the front, some from the side, some from behind,
some crouched in fetal position, some head down, or legs apart,
or legs crossed -- and always whips, crosses, whips." (p. 14)
This autobiography by Hannah, who was married to Paul, also
contains accounts of his repeated infidelities and a releted
pattern of denial about them (pp. 18-20, 105-106, 129, 187, and
240), as well as a final deathbed request for forgiveness from
Hannah (p. 223).
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and the confessions of addiction to pornography by leading

Christian antipornography activists.“

My purpose in this
chapter, however, is simply to sketch as clearly as possible the
outline of Dworkin's and Griffin’s arguments, not to explore the
many nuances of meaning, nor, ultimately, to assess the validity
of their views. My intention is to show only that an argument
treating Christianity and pornography as part of the same
worldview deserves a response from religious studies scholars.
Since pornography is widely believed not to express a Christian
view, a reasoned argument that it does, is one more indication
that pornography is a relevant subject for religious studies.
Not many religion scholars thus far have taken up the
challenge posed by Dworkin's and Griffin’s line of argument.
Mary Jo Weaver is one who has, however, and her response merits
attention. Weaver’s response also happens to be particularly
relevant to the argument of this chapter, not only because it
attempts to correct the analyses offered by Dworkin and Griffin,

but also because Weaver presents her own slightly different

characterization of how pornography and Christianity are

i See Bill Dedman’s article on an American Methodist
priest, Donald Wildmon, become famous in recent years for his
active promotion of the censorship of pornography: "Bible Belt
Blowhard,"” Mother Jornes (November/December 1992)}. In this
article Dedman reports on a conference organized by Wildmon at
which was featured a "reformed pornoholic” named David Caton.
Dedman writes, "Like the reformed drunk at a temperance revival,
Caton confessed the sins of his past, explaining that pornography
was more addicting than heroin. Why, he had some stuff out in
the car that would blow your socks off if anybody wanted to see
it. Well, just the men. It was strong stuff.” (p. 76)
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connected. As I mentioned earlier, there are a variety of ways
in which pornography is gradually coming to be understood as more
similar than dissimilar to Christianity. Mary Jo Weaver's
argument presents another variation on this theme of "the

Christian connection."

VARIATION #2:

CHRISTIAN THEOLOGICAL DOCTRINE ON THE TRANSCENDENCE OF GOD

LEGITIMIZRS MALE DOMINANCE AND ITS RXTENSION IN PORNOGRAPHY

The point of keaver’s article, "Pornography and the

Religious Il'na.gina.f.ion,"“z

is to analyze the "religious
incongruities"” in the presumed alliance, or "imaginal coalition,”
between antipornography feminists like Andrea Dworkin and Susan
Griffin on the one hand, and antipornography right-wing
evangelicals like Jimmy Swaggart and Jerry Falwell on the other.
Whereas others have pointed out the danger that feminists incur
in making & political alliance with religious conservatives'

(who also tend to be conservative on other issues concerning

which feminists are seeking change), Weaver wants to clarify the

L Mary Jo Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious
Imagination,” in For Adult Users Only: The Dilemma of Violent
Pornography, ed. Susan Gubar and Joan Hoff (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1889), pp. 68-86.

i3 By "religious conservatives” Weaver means to include
"right-wing Roman Catholics, Evangelical Christians, and mainline
Protestants.” See ncte 3, p. 83.
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"irreconcilable theological assumptions” in the views held by the
two groups to show another reason why an alliance between them is
untenable, even for the singular purpose of combatting

“ At the same time, however, while she wants to

pornography.
show antipornography feminists additional reasons for not
aligning themselves with religious conservatives, she also wants
to convince them that they need not therefore reject
Christianity. Weaver wants to show feminists how they can argue
"against pornography and religious conservatives at the same time
without dismissing Christianity itself."H

In Weaver’s opinion Andrea Dworkin should be praised for
helping to "change the terms of the debate so that pornography is

'I45

now an issue of power rather than an index of purity. Yet

this is precisely what the religious conservatives do not, and
can not, understand because of the nature of their theological
convictions:

In fact, because religious conservatives imagine God as

a dominating sovereign who demands human submission,

they fail to criticize what antipornography feminists

perceive as the root of pornogrﬁphy, power used to
render others sexually docile.”

i Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,”" p.

68.

# Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.
69.

5 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,”" p.
68. '

J Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.

69.
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Religious conservatives oppose pornography because they believe
that by condoning promiscuity porndgraphy is perverse. They
believe that Christianity actuzlly enhances human sexuality by
regulating it within marriage, but pornography perverts that
potential. Within marriage, it is important to recognize, their
view is that sex is something to be heartily enjoyed. "Erotic

gsexuality is healthy within ms.».m:':i.:sn.ge."‘a

God intended a
pleasurable, robust sex life for husbands and wives. Weaver
discusses a body of recent conservative Christian literature on
sex within marriage which expresses a high level of appreciation
for its pleasures, including concern that women not be cheated of

13

the enjoyment of orgsasm. This literature must render

8 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.

72.

” Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” pp.
71-72: "'Sex was given to us for pure pleasure,’ sccording to
Jack and Carole Mayhall (1978), and Rusty and Linda Raney Wright
(1981) tell their readers that they can get the most out of sex
by placing it within a context of communication and
commitment.... Religious conservatives like Tim and Beverly
LaHaye have used statistica) data to prove that ‘'Christians are
considerably more satisfied with their love life than non
Christians’ (1976, p. 206), and the Christian philosopher Neil
Gallagher argues that 'if husbands and wives gave each other the
robust sex God intended, there’d be very little market for porno’
{1981, p. 207). The ‘eternal woman’ whose vocation was
surrender, described by Gertrude von le Fort (1934), a religious
writer and convert to Catholicism, has been appropriated and
.transformed by Marabel Morgan (1973) inteo ‘the total woman,’
whose 'surrender’ ought to be to seduce her husband every day for
a2 week. ‘'The Creator of sex intended for His creatures to enjoy
it,’ she chirps (p. 131); 'sex is as clean and pure as eating
cottage cheege’ (p. 141).... If sex has been disparaged by
Catholics, who subordinate the ideal of marriage to the ideal of
virginity, Protestants extol marriage as a blessed vocation and
fundamentalists have taken pains in the last few years to relate
sex to the life of the spirit. Josh McDowell, a traveling
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incomprehensible for religious conservatives Dworkin’s claim that
Christianity treats sex as "dirty". What is important to
recognize here, however, is that the model of marriage accepted
by religious conservatives is one of male dominance and female
subservience according to the biblical pattern ordained by God.
Therefore, the model of sexuality they accept is also one of male
dominance and female subservience.

Virtually all of the books by conservative Christian

writers about marriage assume that proper sexual
pleasure can be found only in marital relationships

evangelist for Campus Crusade for Christ, talks about sex and
prayer as two dimensions of the same experience, and Peter
Gardella, 2 scholer who examined conservative Christian sexual
ethics in Innocent Ecstasy (1985), argues that Christianity gave
America an ethic of sexual pleasure." Weaver reports on this
literature further (p. 73): "Contemporary fundamentalists, who
look to scriptural texts as a warrant for their behavior, have
taken a verse from this book [The Song of Solomon] -- ‘Oh that
higs left hand were under my head and his right hand embraced me’
-~ as a divine approval for clitoral stimulation {(Ehrenreich,
Hess, and Jacobs, 1986, 50). New translations of this biblical
text, notably the one by S. Craig Glickman (1976}, are meant to
show Christians what God intended romantic love to be. Finally,
it is not altogether clear that Roman Catholic teaching about sex
is universally repressive or, as Boswell has shown (1380), that
it has been universally consistent. While it is true that
Catholic teaching about marriage is based on natural law theory,
which makes procreation the primary end of marriage with sexual
rleasure clearly secondary, Peter Gardella perceives in Catholic
sexual ethics a fundamental sensuality. According to him, the
first American writer to prescribe orgasm for women was the
Catholic bishop of Philadelphia, Francis Patrick Kenrick, who
said, among other things, that women have the right to experience
orgasm by touches after intercourse if they have not achieved
orgasm during intercourse (p. 9). Orgasm is also a growing
concern for conservative fundamentalists. Jack and Carole
Mayhall (1978) tell their readers that sex is good and that God’s
command to increase and multiply means ‘do not cheat each other
of normal sexual intercourse ... a wife who never has an orgasm
is being cheated’ (p. 216)."
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where the man is clearly the head of the family.... The
conservative Christian vision ... is predicated on a
pattern of dominance and submission, and [even] the
erotic possibilities of Christian spirituslity are
linked with a_reading of the tradition that upholds

male 1113.*5‘.1:.&:‘3,?.5D
Consequently religious conservatives do not recognize the male
dominance aspect of the pornographic picture as problematic, only
pornography’s disrespect for the regulating principle of
marriage. Hence, an alliance between religious conservatives and
feminists like Andrea Dworkin is ludicrous. Religious
conservatives do not agree with Dworkin’s claim that Christianity
treats sex as "dirty", nor with her moral judgment that male
dominance in sexual relations is a problem.

Weaver disagrees with religious conservatives who assert
that their traditional vision of Christianity both values sex and
honours women. She writes, "the fact remains that the teachings
of traditional Christianity are built upon a hatred of women and
a profound abhorrence of sex."’! She affirms the validity of

several feminist arguments to the effect that Christianity has

contributed to the humiliation and degradation of women ~-- in

9 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.
79. It should be noted that this recent encouresgement of a pro-
sex attitude among religious conservatives is very different from
the feminist-inspired pro-sex doctrinal changes outlined above
(see Chapter Two) for this very reason, that is, because the
conservative Christian sex-positive vision simultaneously
endorses male dominance and female submission, whereas the
feminist-inspired reforms do not.

St Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,”" p.

70.
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pornography and in general -- threough its teachings about "the

inferiority of the body and the identification of the body with

the female."n

Feminist theologians like Rosemary Ruether (1975) and
Mary Daly (1968), as well as ecritics like Susan Griffin
{1981), condemn traditional Christienity both for its
treatment of women and for its teachings about sex.
From the very beginning, they say, Christianity has
taught us how to debase women and hate sex. And,
indeed, even a casual reading of the "Fathers" of the
church {(Tavard, 1973) shows that the Christian
tradition is full of scorn for women, scorn that
overflows into canon law (Henning, 1974} and medieval
theology (McLaughlin, 1974). The notion of women as
inherently lustful, an opinion of "the Fathers," is
reflected in clerical attitudes tﬁward women and in the
witchecraft manis (Russell, 1972).

She also affirms the idea that Christianity bears responsibility
for the pornographic imagination. However, Weaver disputes the
validity of the argument that the Christian roots of the
pornographic imagination rest in its moral teachings about sexual
conduct. She disputes the validity of the "focus on Christian
sexual ethics in order to show the links between sexual

nd

repression and pornography. And she disputes the conclusion

a2 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.

70.
3 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,"” p.
70.

i Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," PP-
69-70: "When writers like Susan Griffin ... criticize
Christianity, they often focus on Christian sexual ethics in
order to show the links between sexual repression and
pornography. Furthermore, by attaching sexual repression to
Christianity, historians like Barbara Walker (1983, pp. 910-20)
assume that other religions are sufficiently free sexually that
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drawn by some feminists that in order to overcome pornography
Chrigstianity must therefore be rejected.

In Weaver’s estimation, feminists like Susan Griffin are
mistaken to base their claims for the "elective affinity between

Christiasnity and pornography"55

primarily on Christian sexual
ethics. She argues that Christianity is not the only religion
that is guilty of asceticism or of misogyny, as is implied by
antipornography feminists who condemn Christianity alone as
responsible for the pornographic imagination, disregarding other

ascetic and misogynist traditions.55

Furthermore, there is a
strong tradition of eroticism in Christianity, albeit in
spiritualized form, in the language used mostly by mystics which
describes "erotic relationships between the soul and God."57

Weaver criticizes Griffin, in particular, for positing the

necessity to choose between eroticism and traditional

one need not look to them for the roots of the pornographic
imagination.... I will argue that the elective affinity between
Christianity and pornography does not rest with Christian
teachings about sex but with traditional Christian teaching about
women a5 inherently inferior."” The latter, moreover, as she
proceeds to elaborate, is derivative of Christianity’s theology
of transcendence, which is the real nub of the problem.

% Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.

69.

5 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” pp.
73-75 and 76. Compare my comments above (pp. 43-44), similarly
criticizing Wayland Young’s argument feor characterizing
Christianity as unique for its negative attitudes toward sex.

51

Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” pp.
77-79.
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Christianity,ﬂ as if there were no such "erotic descriptions of
spiritual union,” or as if they could not be distinguished from
Christian literature about female inferiority. In Weaver’'s view,
"Christianity contains a possibility for the erotic that can be
appreciated even though the traditional teachings about women as
inferior and subservient, in need of male mastery, must be
rejected."59 While it may be true that "the erotic

possibilities of Christian spirituality are linked with a reading

0 within the

of the tradition that upholds male mastery"E
conservative Christian vision, Weaver believes that an
alternative theological vision could make a different reading
possible,.

Where Weaver places the root problem of the Christian
contribution to pornography is not, then, in its moral teachings
about sex per se. She places the root problem in its theological
teachings about God’s nature, and about the corresponding nature

of the relationship between the divine and human realities. The

problem is "a dualistic understanding of the spiritual and

L Griffin asserts that "we cannot choose to have both eros
and pornography” (Pornography and Silence, p. 249). By this
statement, Wea' :r concludes, "she means in part that we must
choose between Christianity and eros, between the bondage and
discipline of traditional Christianity and the biophilic freedom
of erotic nature.” Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious
Imagination,” p. 69.

5 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.
79.

0 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.

79.
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material worlds, a distinction upheld by the belief that God is

radically transcendent and dominating being.“El

In the creation story in the Bible ... the maker is

divided from the thing made in such a way that the

creator is inherently superior to the create& order and

stands in a relationship of mastery over it.
When this transcendent theological understanding is coupled with
the doctrine of complementarity which says that only males were
made in the image of God, while God designed women for
subservient roles and for procreation, then the pattern of male
dominance and female inferiority and submission in both marriage
and in sex is legitimated. Pornography only mirrors and extends
the pattern that a theology of transcendence first creates.
Here, then, in its theology of transcendence is where Weaver
thinks we should locate Christianity’s responsibility for
pornography, its connection with pornography.

The theological understanding of a radically

transcendent God whose qualities were appropriated by

males to the disparagement of women and bodily life is

the basis for the double standard identified by

antipornography feministsuas the foundation of the
pornographic imagination.

2 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.

&2 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.

b3 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,"” p.
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Fortunately, from Weaver’'s point of view, the problem can be
corrected, and the foundation of the pornographic imagination can
be undermined, without requiring the rejection of Christianity.
For Christianity contains another radically different theme, the
theme of divine immanence, as found, for example, in the doctrine
of the Incarnation. And this theme of divine immanence has been
developed into a new model of theology, modern "process
theology,"” which is "a system based on the work of Alfred North
Whitehead (1929)."“ Instead of domination and submission,
process theology "conceptuazlizes the relationship with God as one

of partnership and mutual vulnerability."55

Because process theology develops the partnership and
communicative elements of the divine/human interaction,

6t Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.

80.

63 Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.
80. The following provides a brief summary of the difference
between traditional theology and process theology (p. 81): "In
the classical theology of traditional Christianity, although the
creative center of the universe, God is the supreme exception to
human experience and has no necessary relationship with the
world. God, in other words, appears not to need the world at all
and is said to sustain its life as an act of supreme goodness and
generosity. For process theologians, however, God does need the
world and the bustle of choices that make up human and subhuman
existence. For Whitehead, God is the supreme exemplification of
all metaphysical and human categories, not their exception. Far
from being unrelated to this world, the process God is that being
who is conditioned and afiected by everything that happens here
and understandable only in terms of relationships. God is
absolute not in the traditional sense of being final, total,
unlimited, and unchangeable, but by being encompassing in
influence. related to and suffering with all entities, and being
the ultimate and highest destiny of each.... For Whitehead ...
‘It is ... as true to say that God creates the World, as that the
World creates God' (1929, 530)."
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it can break the tradition of religious tyranny and
make way for a theclogy that can displace the dominance

of men over wamen with genuinely mutual patterns of
relationship.”

After elaborating on the basic elements of process theology,
Weaver concludes that it corrects the problem of providing divine
sanction for male dominance which was created by the original
theology of transcendence, that it allows for the recovery of the
erotic tradition already present in a spiritualized form within
Christianity, and that it therefore renders unnecessary the
rejection of Christianity itself by feminists who are concerned

with how best to oppose pornography.

Process theology enables cne to imagine a Christianity
that is not a source of and foundation for the
pornographic imagination and makes it possible for
antipornography feminists to retrieve those parts of
the Christian vision which some of them may find life-
enhancing. What Griffin associates with eros --
celebration of life, falling in love, poetry,
mutuality, change, vulnerability, and beauty -- are the
very elements that a process system recognizes as most
clearly embodying the divine reality. In this system,
the God of mastery is replaced by a God whose only
power over humanity is in the lure of beauty. While
one must choose between eros and pornography,
therefore, one does not necess%rily have to choose
between Christianity and eros.

To summarize Weaver’s varistion on "the Christian

connection,"” the essential point to reiterate is that

£6
80-81.

&7

Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” pp.

Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.
82.
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Christianity's responsibility for the pornographic imagination
derives primarily from its theology of transcendence. It is this
theclogy of transcendence, this conception of a Lord and Master
of the universe, which lends itself to the ethic of male
dominance and leads to the pornographic imagination. It is this
transcendental theology, not its repressive asceticism, which
distinguishes Christianity from other religions, making it more
responsible than other religions for pornography. Since
religious conservatives continue to embrace this transcendental
theology and its corresponding ethic of male dominance and female
submission, regardless of their appreciation for the pleasures of
marital sex, such religious conservatives can not expect to "save
the world from pornography” by offering a Christian alternative,
because it is not really an alternative at =all.

Religion as defined by conservatives is not

antithetical to pornography but supportive of it, and

an appropriation of the "old-time religion" is an

affirmation of the very framework upon which perverse

extensions o& dominating masculinity are

constructed.
Therefore, feminists would be unwise to make an alliance with
such religious conservatives for the purpose of opposing
pornography. At the same time, however, antipornography
feminists need not reject Christianity itself. For, reformed by

process theology, Christianity can be seen to welcome eros, and

§8

Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination,” p.
82.
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can become a suitable ally for feminists dedicated to struggling

against both pornography and "the old, tyrannizing tradition of

conservative Christianity.”sg

Before moving on to the next variation on "the Christian
connection,” the next example that shows why pornography is a
relevant subject for religious studies, it is worth raising the
following gquestions: Does Weaver's argument deal satisfactorily
with the challenge raised by Dworkin’s and Griffin’'s line of
argument? Does Weaver’s argument even represent Griffin’s
argument correctly when she characterizes Griffin as focusing on
Christianity’s responsibility for pornography as being due to its
repressive sexual ethic?

While I must leave a detailed discussion of these questions
for another time, I do want to offer some preliminary comments.

I think my own review of Griffin’s argument shows that it is more
complex than Weaver has implied. In fect, if Wea;er and Griffin
were placed iﬁ a debating position with each other over the
question of whether Christianity merits retention, it may be that
the strength of Griffin’s argument rests in the multiplicity of
parallels she draws between pornography and Christianity. Weaver
reduces the number of parallels that she claims are truly
relevant to one: a theology of transcendence, with its implicit
sanctioning of male dominance. It benefits Weaver’s position in

favour of retaining Christianity to reduce the parallels to one,

b3 Weaver, "Porncgraphy and the Religious Imaginstion,” p.

82.
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of course, since this one she can argue is subject to elimination
through the adoption of process theology. But it should be noted
that, in the process, Weaver does not respond to the issue of the
crucifixion theme, for example, which is so central to the
Christian story, and which Dworkin and Griffin both highlight in
their arguments attempting to explain the acceptance of violence
in pornography, indeed, the virtual delight that pornographers
seem to take in "the sadomasochistic ordeal,” as Griffin labels
it. By casting Griffin’s argument primarily as a critique of
Christianity's anti-eroticism, Weaver avoids having to deal with
the subtler levels of her argument. To be fair to Weaver, she
does acknowledge at one point that "according to Susen Griffin
(1981), Christianity is the foundation of the pornographic
imagination because it legitimizes patterns of domination and
su}:mn‘.ssulcm,"'m but she does not develop this point further.
Ironically, she does not explore the critique of dualism that she
and Griffin actually share.

The last two variations on the theme of "the Christian
connection” that I will review are somewhat less complicated and

can be presented more succinctly.

n Weaver, "Pornography and the Religious Imagination," p.

69.



VARIATION #3:

PORNOGRAPHY CONSTRUCTS A TRANSCENDENT GOD-LIKE VOYEUR/VIEWER

The third variation on the theme of this chapter presents an
intriguing twist. Instead of focusing on the subject matter or
contents of pornography, it addresses the issue of the subject
who views pornography, specifically visual pornography. It
addresses the issue of what it means to be a veyeur, and what
sort of subjectivity is created within members of a society which
culturally encourages voyeurism. Instead of drawing parallels
between Christianity and pornography in terms of how each treats
key themes, like sex and violence, this third variation draws a
picture of a parallel in which the consumer of pornography
appears as "God-like"” in the sense of being detached and all-
powerful, that is, in the very sense of God as transcendent and
mgsterful which has been the traditional Christian understanding
of God, and which, as was just discussed, has been only recently
repudiated by Christians like Mary Jo Weaver and other process
theologians.

As already mentioned above, the voyeur’s state of detached
control is something to which Susan Griffin refers when she
writes: "He can look freely and turn away when he wishes. He
can run his hands over the two-dimensional surface, but he will
not be touched."” Griffin also describes the voyeur as a "sadist”
because he participates, by his act of watching, in the

humiliation of a perscn through her being made into an object,
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which'is an inherently humiliating experience for a human being.
Through his detachment, furthermore, the voyeur subject shares
the sadist’s position of invulnerability. He is in a position of
enjoying her humiliation and perhaps her fear without any fear of
his own.71

It should be noted that Griffin uses gender-specific
language like this for the voyeur subject, because the pattern
most typical for pornography is one in which men are the voyeurs/
consumers and women are depicted/consumed. However Griffin also
takes care to point out explicitly that the sadist can be
presented within a sadomasochistic pornographic scenario as
female, with a male victim. For the sadist and the masochist,
she argues, following the theory about sadomasochism propounded
by Wilhelm Stekel, "are one person" playing the two roles

2

interchangeably.7 This one person in pornography, however, in

3

the final analysis, is ultimately male.7 So her use of the

"' Griffin, Pornography and Silence, pp. 47-49.

n Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 50: "In the midst
of the sadomasochistic ritual, we discover that the sadist
imagines himself in the body of the masochist and the masochist
imagines himself in the body of the sadist. The two halves of
this ritual represent one self divided and at war with itself.
Thus, throughout poranography, we discover a reversal of the
sexual roles."

n Despite considerable variety in the sex role reversals
of men and women within pornography, Griffin argues, "we must
remember that these are not men and women in actuality, but only
figments who belong to a fantasy. And in the deepest sense, this
fantasy is an illusion society has given to men exclusively. We
know, of course, that a woman can participate in the pornographic
mind. She can harbor the same illusions; she can read
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masculine gender to speak of the sadistic voyeur character within
pornography, and of the voyeur/consumer of pornography, is
intentionally and appropriately gender specific. Thus the
voyeur/viewer of pornography, his state of detached control, and
his sadism (which is simultaneously also masochism), are all
preeminently male in Griffin’'s analysis.

While Griffin analyzes the detached control of the
voyeur/viewer of pornography in terms of sadomasochism, the
analyst who explicitly describes his state as "God-like" is the
feminist philosopher and cultural critic, Geraldine Finn (1985,
1989). TFinn’s analysis, like Griffin’s, highlights the detached,
all-powerful nature of the voyeur/viewer’s subjectivity, and
accords central importance to the fact of its masculine gender
identity. But, whereas Griffin’s analysis deals with
psychological issues, interpreting pornography as an expression
of a self-conflicted subject {(an expression which is in turn
consumed, obsessively, but vainly, to ease this sense of inner

conflict), Finn’s analysis is political in nature, interpreting

pornography; she can model herself after its images. And yet the
world of pornography is a world of male gestures and male
language and a male ethos. It is an atmosphere which belongs to
men’s clubs and locker rooms, to the lobbies of brothels, to the
private male conversation, to fathers and sons. Pornography is
written largely for men and largely by men, and the women who
have recently entered this sudience or this trade enter a
tradition already defined and shaped by men. Thus the male and
female characters who play out the roles of sadist and masochist
in pornography are simply representations of one mind, and of a
mind that has been shaped as 'male’ in this society.” Griffin,
Pornography and Silence, p. 52.
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pornography as a cultural representation which helps to create or
construct the type of viewer/subject which perpetuates

patriarchy.

In "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic Eye/I"“

Geraldine Finn analyzes the construction of the subjectivity of
the voyeur/viewer of pornography using ideas about the nature of
the subjectivity that is constructed through "the condition of

viewing" itself. This condition, she argues, confers an

"y

ontological status of separation,’ of Sovereignty":

For the viewer is essentially external to the world-
viewed and therefore uneffected by it. The world is
present to him and visible, but he, like God, is absent
from the world and invisible. He cannot be objectified
by the gaze of an other subject for he is not part of
the world his gaze objectifies. In pornography, he
looks at her looking back at him; but she cannot see
him. He is Sovereign. The world-viewed appears in
response to his will and he has only to close his eyes
or turn away and the world-viewed will cease to be. He
is judge, spectator-speculator, owner and controller,
with no responsibility for or to that which he
observes. He conjures it both in and out of existence.
He is the one who knows, whilﬁ he himself is
inscrutable and is not known.

Now, significantly, this God-like viewer who is constructed
through the condition of viewing is, in the case of pornography,

also simultaneously constructed as male. For, as Finn argues,

" Geraldine Finn, "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The
Pornographic Eye/I1," Canadian Journal of Political and Social
Theory 9, nos. 1-2 (1985): 81-85.

% Finn, "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic
EY&II," Op- Cit. » pp. 88_890
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pornography is about sex, and to the extent that it elicits a
sexual response, it reminds the viewer of his sexual identity.
In 2 male-dominated society this means that pornography reminds
the viewer, whe is generally male, of his "membership in the sex

class which rules."?E

Pornozraphy calls forth the male viewer's
sexuality, it excites him, not for his sexual pleasure alone, but

more importantly for his "experience of sexual superiority and

control"”

that his identity as male confers upon him in a male-
dominated society.

Thus, acceording to Finn’s analysis, male subjectivity
constructed by means of the condition of viewing pornography in a
male-dominated society, experiences itself in the same act of
viewing simultaneously as God-like, detached and all-powerful
{the self as viewer), and as the socially sovereign male (the
self as voyeur). Through its influence in this manner on
identity construction, or subject consiruction, of the male
viewer as God-like and sovereign, pornography tierefore serves an
important function in the reproduction and maintenance of the
social and political system of male dominance. This is the

process that explains how, as Finn writes in another place,

sexual imagery constitutes "the active reproduction and

7 Finn, "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic
Eye/I," p. 87.

m Finn, "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic
Eye/I,"” p. 87.
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endorsement of a gender-based hierarchy which systematically

empowers men and disempowers women , "1

Reproducing images of male and female, especially when

they are clearly marked as "sexual” or as specifically

masculine or feminine, reproduces the code of gender

diff?renﬁiation and oppression and therefore its

reality.

Keeping this point in mind it is interesting to observe the
analogous "religious"” roles that Finn finds for women in
pornography. She argues that the "pornographic woman"” is both
"idol and idolizer." The woman is presented as an object of male
desire, but is produced by pornography in order to solicit the
man’'s sexual response, his pleasure. She appears to.be
worshipped, yet in fact she is the one who worships him. "For
her desire is constituted as his desire for her."H

To summarize, Geraldine Finn’s intriguing variation on the
Christian connection is a variation which posits the subject
construction of the pornographer voyeur/viewer as God-like in the
traditional Christian sense of being detached and all-powerful,

and posits the "pornographic woman" as his idolizer. It is a

variation which highlights the politiecal nature of pornography,

(£}
Control,

1 Geraldine Finn, "Sexual Representation and Social
Control,"” op. cit., p. 26.

B0 Finn, “"Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic
Eye/I,"” p. 85.

Geraldine Finn, "Sexual Representation and Social
" Perception 9, no. 4 (March-April 1886), p. 24.
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which posits the construction of a subject who is "under the

spell of the transcendental illusion which is constitutive of

power‘ llBl

Refore turning to the final variation to be considered in
this chapter, one comment must be made here about the implication
that Finn’s analysis of pornography holds for that other form of
sexual imagery about which feminists generally speak more
supportively, i.e., erotica. In Finn'’s view, the reality is that
"a sexist society ... relies on the social production and
reproduction of sexual difference to be sexist."az But this
means that "all sexual imagery is suspect and politically

problematic,"m

including so-called sex-pqsitive imagery. On
this point, Finn differs significantly from many other feminists
who write about the desirability of erotica, both for its own
sake, and for the sake of providing an alternative with which to
challenge the appeal of pornography. Finn thinks that "women-

positive” imagery is essential to fight sexism, and that "women-

positive" imagery is possible, but that "‘sex-positive’ imagery

8 Geraldine Finn, "Nobodies Speaking: Subjectivity, Sex,
and the Pornography Effect," Philosophy Today 33, no. 2 (Summer
1989), p. 180.

% Geraldine Finn, "Women Against Censorship - A Critical
Response,” Canadian Dimension 20, no. 4 (July-August 1986}, p.
36. Emphasis in the original.

8 Finn, "Women Against Censorship - A Critical Response,”
op. cit., p. 36. My emphasis.
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wii

is just not possible in sexist society. Even if it were

possible, it probably would not challenge or undermine the appeal
of pornography at all, nor, most importantly, would it alter the
problem of the type of voyeur-subject that is created by the very
condition of viewing sexual imagery however "positive" or

"negative" that imagery may be:

We will not fight pornography by censoring it,
therefore, nor by flooding the market with alternative
sexual imagery as is often argued by those who oppose
present pornography and the traditional discourse of
sex in the name of "sexual freedom”, desire and the
right of individuals to "take their pleasure and make
their own lives” [citing Snitow et al. 1983, p. 41].
For it is precisely the politics of "taking one’s
pleasure” and "making one’s own life" (of rational
individualism) which is at issue here. Objectification
and abstraction, emotional detachment, isolation and
estrangement from the Other belong to the voyeur-
subject of sexuality itself i.e. to the "ontological
condition of viewing"” and not to the world-viewed.
Tinkering with the latter does nothing to challenge the
sexual régime articulated through the former.
Censorship merely suppresses the voyeur-subject in some
of its ugliest manifestations; while the introduction
of alternative sexual imagery actually generalizes and
diversifies its incitement. Neither strategy
challenges the sexual régime itself: its form, its
logic, its code, its mode of production of truth,
knowledge, pleasure, need, people, practices and
sexuality, as a "complex political technology"”
administering life {(of both individuals and the
species) through the subjugation of bodies (under the
sign of sex) and the control of population [citing
Foucault 1880, pp. 127 and 139 ff.]. Patriarchy
requires such a regime and thrives on sexual
incitement: on the identification of self with sex,
sex with pleasure and pleasure with potency (dominance
and submission). For sex, the possession of a penis,
is patriarchy’s only excuse; the sign and symptom of

84

Finn, "Women Against Censorship - A Critical Response,"
p. 36.
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men’'s domination of women. It must therefore be
constantly called-forth as evidence of the régime and
of thﬁ legitimacy, by right or by might, of its

rule.

Hence, Finn's argument raises an intriguing and unique
perspective on erotica, as well as presenting an intriguing twist
to the variations theme. Feminists concerned about developing
adequate theory for dealing with pornography, in religious
studies and other disciplines, will need to take cognizance of
these related ideas about erotica that are part of Finn's
argument concerning the construction of the God-like voyeur-
subject of pornography. For Finn’s analysis suggests that the
only thing women would achieve by flooding the market with
erotica, and inciting female voyeurism, would be women’s own
"emotional detachment, isolation and estrangement from the
Other."” The effort might increase women’s identification with
rationalism and individualism, but would not necessarily affect
the sexual hierarchy in society, in fact, very likely would only
further entrench it. Some consideration needs to be given to
whether Finn is right about this. The addition of transcendental
Goddess-like voyeur-subjects of erotica to complement already
widespread transcendental God-like voyeur-subjects of pornography

may not constitute an improvement for society.

8 Finn, "Patriarchy and Pleasure: The Pornographic
Eye/I,"” p. 90. Emphasis in the original.



VARIATION #4:

PORNOGRAPHY HAS CHRISTIAN FORERUNNERS

The final variation on the theme of "the Christian
connection” is simple enough. It is the observation that in the
visual history of Christianity there are types of depictions of
females that can only be described as "religious pornography,” as
forerunners of the later, secular genre. Margaret Miles offers a
few examples in her history of the Christian treatment of female
nakedness, a2 book titled Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and

8 Writing about these

Religious Meaning in the Christian West.
examples, Miles observes, "Indeed, religious pornography
featuring at least partially naked women increased through the
Renaissance and Reformation periods; pornography did not become
secular until well into the modern period."87

Miles supports her claim for the existence of "religious
pornography"” by citing evidence for the popularity of depictions
of female martyrs enduring torture, often explicitly sexual in
nature. She writes:

More than a millennium after Christian martyrdom

virtually ceased in the West, texts like Jacobus da
Voragine’s Golden Legend and myriad visual images

8% Margaret R. Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and
Religious Meaning in the Christian West (Boston: Beacon Press,
1989).

& Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and Religious
Mesaning in the Christian West, op. cit., p. 156.



supplied the popular interest in women’s body parts.
Devotional texts like the Golden Legend graphically
describe women martyrs, and such texts are often
accompanied by pictures of their torture,
dismemberment, and executions.... In figure 27 [a
reproduction of a 15th-century work by Master Francke
titled "Martyrdom of Saint Barbara"], the legendary
Saint Barbara is depicted being tortured before her
execution. One burly executioner beats her with a
knotted cord while another slices off her left breast.
Another legendary woman, Saint Agnes, suffered a
similar fate and became a frequent subject of
paintings: her breasts were cut off, and she was often
depicted_ carrying her large, firm breasts on a
platter.88

As another significant example of Christian religious
pornography, Miles offers an analysis «f the works by the 16th-
century German artist Hans Baldung Grien, most notable for his

themes of "female nakedness, Eve, and witchcraft.”

Baldung developed what one of his commentetors has
called a2 "heighter..d awareness of the theology of the
Fall.” In his work a new and increasingly explicit
visual connection is made between Eve, sex, and
death.¥

Miles shows how Baldung’s nude Eves "both represented and evoked

male desire,” and argues,

That was the point of Baldung’s new visual
interpretation of the Fall: Eve’s body, offered to the
sixteenth-century mele vicwer, did not merely 3ymbolize
but effectively reproduced the lust that, in Baldung’s

8 Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 156. Miles also compares
20th-century pornography and advertising images with the 16th-
century "interest in isolated body parts” as "fascinating and
terrifying” (p. 161).

‘” Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 127.



reinterpretatiﬁn, simultaneously caused and resulted
from the Fall.

At the same time Balcdung's treatment of the theme of Eve "also

evoked fear by reiterating, in an intensified iconography, the

singularly disastrous moment of the doom of the human race."91

And Baldung's other works, his paintings and drawings on the

theme of witches, associated "the naked female body ... even

more insistently ... with evil."gz

After analyzing Baldung’s religious art and its pornographic
qualities, Miles questions whether Baldung’s works "signal an
increment of misogyny in sixteenth-century Germany," reflecting
on the fact that "Baldung’'s work occurred at the same time that
witch persecution was scapegoating large numbers of women,”

especially in his geographical arez. Her conclusion:

Baldung’'s work did not provide a critique of his
society’s interest in scapegoating women, but aligned
its considerable visual force with the physical force
that attacked women. It thus illustrates the danger --
the literal, physical danger for thousands of women
tried and executed as witches -- of the projection of a
dominant perspective unchallenged either by the artist
or by thﬁ self-representation of those considered
"other.”

% Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 136.

i1 Milee, Carnal Knowing, p. 136.

i Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 136.

% Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 138.



Miles’ argument about the Christian religious forerunners of
pornography, therefore, also implicitly raises serious questions
about the potential dangers to women from contemporary secular
sadomasochistic pornography. It comes as no surprise, then, that
an important tenet of Miles’ thesis, the conciusion she reaches
upon consideration of the history she reviews, is that women must

begin to articulate and publicly represent 2 "collective female

subjectivity."u

She believes that men's fear of women -- and
the danger to women to which men’s fear of them can lead -- comes
from not knowing women because women do not represent themselves
publicly. Women have not in thez past presented sufficient public
self-representation to counter the public representations of them
that men have constructed out of their fear and ignorance, and
women still do not do so in the present.

In fact, it must be mentioned that, while Miles has shown
that pornography has Christian forerunners, she also believes
that the pornographic "male gaze" which empties the image of
woman of her "religiocus subjectivity" is not fundamentally a
Christian impulse. She considers it was an impulse present in
the surrounding sexist secular society which actually managed to
subvert the earliest Christian understanding of the female body

"as the site and symbol of religious sub,jectivity,"95 an

understanding that was originally asserted in defiance against

 Miles, Carnal Knowing, p- 168.

% Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 59.
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"gecular scociety’'s identification of the female body with male
desire, its relegation of the female body to spectacle and

n 3 The understanding of the female body as the site of

object.
religious subjectivity was not maintained, in Miles’' view, due in
part to Christian women’s inadequate self-representation. So, in
Miles' historical analysis, Christian religious pornography also
was the consequence of women’s inadequate self-representation as
religious subjects, just as much as secular pornography today
similarly reflects a corresponding inadequate self-representation
of women’s subjectivity.

In sum, this fourth variation on the theme of "the Christian
connection” in pornography, presents the idea of a historical
continuity in visual culture between the Christiasnity of the
Renaissance and Reformation periods and contemporary secular
pornography. Pornography, in other words, can be seen to have
religious precedents in Christianity. And the work of Margaret

Miles represen*s an important, knowledgeable treatment of this

theme upon which other scholars might profitably build.

SUMMARY

In this chapter I have examined variations of alignments
between pornography and traditional Christianity that feminist

critics of pornography and/or of Christianity claim to discern,

% Miles, Carnal Knowing, p. 54.
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highlighting themes ranging through antisexualism, acceptance of
male domination, dualism, sadomasochism, voyeurism, and
historical continuity in the visual depiction of a hatred and
fear of women. My purpose has been to suggest that these areas
could provide fruitful directions for future study in the field
of women and religion. For pornography should be recognized
better for the ways that it shares key traditional Christian

themes and metaphysics.






CHAPTER FOUR
PORNOGRAPHY DENIES MY SOUL

Nothing escapes him of her body's grace

Or of her floodlit skin so sleek and warm
And yet so strangely like a uniform,

But what now grips his fancy is her face,
And how the cunning picture holds her still
At just that smiling instant when her soul,

Grown sweet faint, and swept beyond control,
Consents to his inexorable will.

~= Richard Wilbur

In this chapter I will correlate key arguments found in two
different sets of feminist writing, one set of writing on human
sexuality by feminist theologians and thealogians, the other by
feminist critics of pornography. The purpose of this correlation
is to demonstrate shared assumptions, and to question whether
these shared assumptions constitute supporting evidence for
feminist theory in the psychology of religion sbout gender-based
differences in human sacrality, that is, in what it is that

humans experience as sacred.
THE THEORY OF GENDER-BASED DIFFERENCES IN SACRALITY
The theory for which the arguments to be examined are

germane is the theory that gender is a factor that influences

religious thinking in a manner analogous to the way that Carol
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! has shown gender influences moral reasoning. That is,

Gilligan
just as women tend to assign greater value than do men to
relationships of connectedness as a guiding principle in moral
reasoning, so do women, more than men, tend to experience
relationships of connectedness as sacred, and therefore to name
such experiences of connectedness, or of "self-in-relation," as
religious or spiritual. This tendency is discernible as a major
theme in recent writings on women's spirituality. The editors of
one collection of such writings entitled Weaving the Visions:

New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality identify a consensus view
amidst the variety of approaches brought to bear on this theme in
the shared idea that "the self is essentially embodied,
passionate, relational, and communal. "

The underlying psychological explanation for women’s greater
tendency to value connectedness in both the mﬁral and spiritual
domains is attributed by this theory in the first instance to the
different processes of individuation that males and females

undergo. Maturation usually cccurs in the context of mothers

providing the primeary parenting role. The result, as Nancy

! Carol Gilligan, In A Different Voice: Psychological

Theory and Women’s Development (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1982).
)

Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ, eds., Weaving the
Visions: New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality (New York:
HarperCollins, 1988), p. 173. Emphasis in the original.
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Chodorow3

argued, is that the boy'’'s individuating process,
insofar as it produces a masculine~gendered identity, involves a
greater degree of separation from his mother than does the girl's
process of individuation into a female-gendered identity. The
boy thus first learns to value separation and individualism above
connectedness and relationship. These values are then eventuslly
elaborated in male-dominated culture intoc complex systems of
masculine superiority, individualistic morality, principles of
detached objective scientific knowledge, and religious models of
transcendent deity, i.e., deity which is conceived of as totally
independent and separate from this world.

In contrast to the transcendental form of religion that
tends to arise from male experience of the self as an isolated,
rational ego, according to this theory, the female experience of
self-in-relation tends to correspond with religious ideas of
immanent divinity. "The notion of the relational self can be
correlated with the immanental turn in feminist views of the
sacred: in both cases connection to that which is finite,

changing, and limited is affirmed."‘ Whereas the masculine

! Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering:
Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (Berkeley, Calif.:
University of California Press, 1978).

! Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ, eds., Weaving the
Visions, op. cit., p. 173. Other authors who have articulated
gimilar versions of the theory of gender-based differences in
religious tendencies by drawing on the work of Chodorow and
Gilligan are: Elizabeth Dodson Gray, Patriarchy as a Conceptual
Trap (Wellesley, Mass.: Roundtable Press, 1982), pp. 52-61, and
124-125; and Harriet Lutzky, "Duality in the Study of Gender and
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model of separation underlies the whole pattern of dualism that
characterizes Western philosophy and religion, i.e., the
separation and hierarchical valuation of male over female, mind
over body, reason over feeling, spirit over matter, and the
Creator God over the created world, the alternate model deriving
from female experience does not make these radical separations or
differential valuations. Writer after writer in the feminist
corpus of literature on religion in fact decries the destructive
behavioural consequences stemming from and sustained by dualistic
thinking, up to and including behaviour that despoils the
environment and threatens the continuation of life on earth
because no reverence for the physical world as sacred inhibits

3 A corrective gpiritual vision is necessary,

such despoiling.
and most feminist theologians and thealogians argue that
cultivating sensitivity to immanent divinity is the corrective
that is required.

The topic of human sexuality fits naturally within this
movement toward reveluing the sacredness of the physical world,
or what Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ call the "immanental

turn in feminist views of the sacred.” When the human beody is

valued as sacred, the way is cleared to view sex as sacred as

the Sacred,” paper presented at the conference "Psychoanalysis,
Feminism and Religion,” University of Ottawa, 14-15 March 1991.

d See, for example, a recent treatment of this theme by
Naomi R. Goldenberg, Returning Words to Flesh: Feminism,
Psychoanalysis, and the Resurrection of the Body (Boston: Beacon
Press, 19%0).
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well. It is important to recognize, however, that feminist
articulations of why sex is sacred rely not only on such an
immanental turn, but aiso on the correlate concept of self-in-
relation. In fact, in some respects, as I will endeavour to show
next, it is the latter concept which provides the distinctively

feminist basis for understanding sacred meaning in sex.
VIEWS ON SEX AS SACRED ADVANCED BY FEMINIST SCHOLARS OF RELIGION

Feminist theologians and thealogians write about sex as
sacred in terms of immanence and in terms of relationality, coften
combining both terms. Thus sex is described as the sacred "life-
force" immanent in the world, the energy by which life sustains
and reproduces itself. And it is also described as the means of
"deep connection,"” the connection of one person with another and
of the self with the world. Significantly, it is the letter
characterization which receives the most emphasis by feminist
theologians and thealogians as the basis for thinking about sex
as sacred.

Careful analysis of the spectrum of works on this subject
reveals that the sacredness of sex understood in its relational
terms actually has three modes of operation, though not all three
are explicitly mentioned by every author. The three modes are
internal, interpersonal and cosmic. By internal relationality I
mean the idea of the union of body and soul in the self that is

expressed, for example, as I will show shortly, by the symbol of
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the Greek goddess of sexual love, Aphrodite. Interpersonal
relationality is the connection between self and other, self and
one’s sexual partner. Cosmic relationality is the sense of union
that the self feels with the world, with non-human life forms,
with all of nature, and with the divine, through the sexual
experience. These three modes are operationally connected,
though distinguishable for analytical purposes. The sacred
interpersonal relation in sex presumes the integrated selfhood of
each partner, for instance, so that they are present to one
another as persons in the fullest sense, body and soul united,
personal individuality fully expressed.

Ginette Paris probably best articulates the interndl mode of
relationality which makes sex sacred, though that is not how she
labels it. Paris writes about the socio-psychological value of
recovering a polytheistic framework for celebrating aspects of
our lives that have been tarnished or disparaged under the
monotheistic religious régime, one such aspect being sex. For
Paris, the Greek goddess of sexual love, Aphrodite, is properly
understood, not as a symbol of sex as unadulterated physical
pleasure, but as a symbol of sex as the "harmonious integration

of body, soul, and mind."s The tendency to over-emphasize

b Ginette Paris, Pagan Meditations: The Worlds of
Aphrodite, Artemis and Hesita, trans. Gwendolyn Moore (Dallas:
Spring Publications, 1986), p. 44. Paris argues that Aphrodite
is, in fact, more successful as a symbol for the "harmonious
integration of body, soul, and mind" than is the Christian symbol
of the Trinity. She writes: "...our monotheist God is a spirit
without body. It is true that his son lowered himself to our
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Aphrodite’s physical attributes at the expense of her spiritual
attributes can perhaps be explained as compensatory in light of
the fact that the idea of sex as physical pleasure has been
anathema to so much Christian doctrine historically. But Paris
reminds her readers that the symbol of Aphrodite combines both
physical and spiritual attributes, and that, in fact, the
"Aphrodisiacal connection" is found precisely in their union, in
"the meeting of soul and body in joy and orgasmic ecstasy."7

The Greeks represented the spiritual attributes of Aphrodite

using the symbols of the dove and the pearl.a

level and deigned to incarnate, but he is neither a lover nor a
father, his mother is a virgin, and his terrestrial life has been
presented to us in a way that could hardly be more disincarnate.
The body of Christ only assumed importance at the moment when he
had a crown of thorns on his head, nails in his hands and feet,
wounds in his sides, and blood streaming from his heart. It is
with reference to his agony and suffering that the Catholic
priests have given the most detzil on the corporeal life of
Christ.... Aphrodite is divine, pure and spiritual; but, distinct
from the Christiarn Trinity, she leaves no doubt about her
approbation of corporeal realities." Paris might have added that
Aphrodite’s corporeal realities were infused with notions of
pleasure rather than pain and suffering.

! Paris, Pagan Meditations, op. cit., p. 74.

} "The white dove is =2 symbol of purity and a bearer of
peace. The Greeks associated it with Aphrodite, and it
symbolized, a2s did the many winged animals, the presence of the
spirit, the ‘pure’ spirit of Aphrodite. 1In removing the Holy
Spirit (symbolized by the dove) from its link with woman and with
the body, Christianity confirmed the de-sanctification of sexual
pleasure. The dove, associated with the meeting of soul and body
in joy and orgasmic ecstasy (the Aphrodisiacal connection), was
associated by the Christians with the hour of death when the soul
leaves the body. The dove, like Aphrodite, seeks companionship
and social contact; this cooing and loving bird symbolizes both
the social and the pacific aspects of the Goddess. As for the
pearl, it evokes something exclusive, hidden, and difficult to
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Since pain, discomfort and physical frustrations can be as
effective as they are in making us feel trapped in our bodies and
alienated from them, is it any wonder that sexual pleasure can be
effective at creating a sense of "harmonious integration™?

Following from the idea that Aphrodite symbolizes the
integrated self experienced through the pleasure of sex is the
idea that the fullest possible sense of the person is therefore
present in the sexual encounter. For this reason, Paris writes,
"one does not see the woman ... in a)display of buttocks,
breasts, and sex which belongs to no one” such as is found in
pornography.g

Consequently, Aphrodite, under Paris' analysis, also serves
as an effective symbol for the interpersonal mode of
relationality, though, once again, these are not terms Paris
herself uses. What Paris does clarify is that the sexual
relationship which Aphrodite symbolizes is one that is profoundly
personal and intimate, involving the full participation of each

self in an open, playful, and hence vulnerable state of being

find, something precious, feminine, and perfect. Like the
diamond, the pearl often symbolizes matter’s spiritualizition....
the pearl is hidden, and, as with all spiritual knowledge, its
acquisition implies a deep plunge inwards and a disciplined
attention. The apostle Matthew said, ‘'Cast not thy pearls before
swine.’ This goes too for Aphrodite’s mystique; decadent orgy
and sexual promiscuity have nothing to do with pure Aphrodisiacal
mysteries." Paris, Pagan Meditations, p. 74.

S Paris, Pagan Meditations, p. 73.
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that is incompatible with "decadent orgy and sexual

promiscuity."10 with "disgust for oneself or for the partner."“

or with violence or transgression, none of which accompany sexual
love as a state of grace. She contrasts the symbol of Aphrodite

with her Greek counterpart Dionysus:

[Allthough the knowledge of both Aphrodite and Dionysus
requires corporeal asbandon and sexual union, they must
be approached by different paths. Dionysus’s sexual
urge appears in a rough and impetuous way, akin to the
brutality of the satyr who hustles the nymph or to the
wild-haired woman of the Bacchansls who throws herself
upon the prey. Far from this tumult, Aphrodite, who
dislikes haste, teaches lovers the refinements of
voluptuous delays and aﬁtistic subtleties unknown to
the Dionysian approach.

Starhawk is one writer who typically combines terms of
immanence and relationality when she writes about how Witchcraft
understands sexuality as sacred. She speaks of sex as "a
sacrament” of the Goddess who is understood as an immanent form
of deity. Unlike God the Father, she writes, "The Goddess does

wld

not rule the world; She is the world. Within the perspective

provided by the idea of immanent divinity, "Sexuality, a3 a

10 Paris, Pagan Meditations, p. T4.

1 Paris, Pagan Meditations, p. 28.

1 Paris, Pagan Meditations, p. 19.

1 Starhawk, "Witchcraft as Goddess Religion,"” in The
Politiecs of Women’s Spirituality: Essays on the Rise of
Spiritual Power within the Feminist Movement, ed. Charlene
Spretnak (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Press / Doubleday, 1982}, p.
51.
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direct expression of the life-force, is seen as numinous and
sacred."! This is how she expresses the sacredness of sex in
terms of immanence. Then she immediately adds to this statement
ancother which introduces the other perspective, that is, the idea

of sex as sacred in terms of its relationality:

Sexuality, as a direct expression of the life-force, is
seen as numinous and sacred. It can be expressed15
freely, so long as the guiding principle is love.

Starhawk elaborates on the relational terms of the sacredness of
sex, again, typically, in combination with immanental terms, in

an article dealing specifically with ethics. She writes:

Because divinity is manifest in human beings, our needs
and desires are not seen as evil or negative, but as
sacred evidences of the life-force.... Sexuality is
sacred not just because it is the means of procreation,
but because it is a power which infuses life with
vitality and pleasure, because it is the numinous means
of deep connection with another human being, and with
the Goddess. Witches value diversity in sexual
expressions and orientations, recognizing that
different people have very different needs and
capacities. Sexuel ethics are based on honest
recognition of one’s own impulses and desires and
honoring one’s true feelings rather than either
repressing them or feigning & level of desire which
does not exist. Force or coercion of any sort,
however, is extremely unethical. Sexuality is sacred
because through it we make a connection with another
self -- but it is misused and perverted when it becomes
a means of treating another as an object, or treating

u Starhawk, "Witchcraft as Goddess Religion," op. cit., p.

55.

5 Starhawk, "Witchcraft as Goddess Religion,” p. 55.
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oneself gs an object,.or attaining power over

another. (my emphasis)
In the above guotation all three modes of relationality are
present, though in varying degrees of explicitness. The
interpersonal mode is most explicit in the sections 1 have
italicized. The cosmic mode is directly implied in the statement
that sexuality is sacred because it is the "numinous means of
deep connection with another human being, and with the Goddess,"
since the Goddess in Witchcraft "is the world". The internal
mode is also implicit, but less obvious. It is implied by the
sections about "honest ... desires,” "true feelings," and about
not treating another person or oneself "as an object." These
sections suggest the notion of auvthentic integrated selfhood,
that is, the harmonious integration of body and soul which forms
the unique individual. This is precisely the internal type of
relation testowed by the gift of sex, and for which reason, among
others, it is felt to be sacred.

Starhawk also elaborates further on the manner in which the
cosmic sense of connection can be experienced through sex in her
book Dreaming the Dark (1982). Here she repeats the idea that

"sexuality is an expression of tne moving force that underlies

1§ Starhawk, "Ethics and Justice in Goddess Religion," in
The Politics of Women’s Spirituality, ed. Charlene Spretnak
{Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Press / Doubleday, 1982), p. 419.
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n it and argues that a similar idea

everything and gives it life
lies behind ancient fertility rites, though such rites are
difficult for modern people to understand. Ancient fertility
rites she describes as "religious celebrations that honored the
sacredness of instinct, and the power of the life-force that
pulses no less through our human bodies than through the bodies

n 8 While the modern sensibility might not

of other animals.
comprehend or appreciate the impersonal element of ancient
fertility rites, Starhawk’s book is concerned with the need for a
comparable awareness of identification between human and non-
human life in modern consciousness. Her book encourages readers
to reflect on how, through our sexuality, we share the same vital
energy that permeates the whole web of life, we reveal ourselves
to ourselves as participants in the natural world from which we
have become dangerously alienated. Starhawk hopes that through
reflection on our sexuality we may come to feel our connection to
the world better, and perhaps even thereby to foster "an erotic

relationship with the earth"!? which might motivate us to

protective action in the face of planetary despoilment.

" Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark: Magic, Sex & Politics
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1982), p. 136.

18 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark, op. cit., p. 144.

13 Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark, p. 143.
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Carol P. Christ’s most recent book, The Power of Bros: A

20

Goddess Thealogy,“ proposes a clarification of the idea that

sex is sacred which places it most emphatically within the
framework of the terms of relationality. Sex is sacred in her
view only insofar as it is erotic, and the sacred power of eros
she defines as "the deep feeling, both physical and spiritual,

that connects us to other people and 211 beings in the web of

!

life."z Here, and in the following passage, all three modes of

relationality which I have identified are evidently part of
Christ’s thinking on the nature of the erotic sexual connection,
j.e., the inner union of the physical and spiritual parts of the
self, and the combined physical and spiritual feelings of

connection with other people, and with the world:

In human life, sexuality can be one of the most
powerful experiences of eros. But not all sexusal
experiences are erotic: erotic sexuality is not
exploitative, nor an expression of dominance, nor
merely an occasion for self-gratification. Eros is a
deep connection with the uniqueness and intrinsic value
of the other. When it draws body and spirit together,
connecting us to others and to ‘our deepest most
nonrational knowiedge,’ erotic sexuality is sacred in
and of itself.... All deeply erotic sexual
relationships, whether homosexual or heterosexual,
monogamous Or NONMONogamous, are exprﬁgsions of the
life force, the power of the Goddess.

u Carol P. Christ, The Power of Eros: A Goddess Thealogy
{forthcoming).

u Christ, The Power of Eros, draft manuscript, p. 16.

u Christ, The Power of Eros, draft manuscript, pp. 186-

187.
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Carol Christ’s neo-pagan thealogy, like Starhawk’s
Witchcraft thealogy, is one of immanence, which is frequei.tly the
case when the cosmic mode of relationality experienced through
sex is accorded sacred significance by feminist authors. But it
is worth reiterating that a thealogy of immanence does not mean
only that the body and "our deepest most nonrational knowledge"
are valued, whereas transcendent religions tend to denigrate
both; it means also that we are able to feel our connection to
the world through our embodiment. As Christian theologian
Beverly Wildung Harrison writes, "Feeling is the basic bodily
ingredient that mediates our connectedness to the world."%
Hence, she reasons, it is a mistake to respond to a
disintegration of morality by repressing sex and sensuality,
since "moral insensitivity derives from being out-of-touch with

0024

our bodies. Carol Christ concurs. For she writes, "The

source of morality is eros, the deep feeling of connection to

other people and =11 beings in the web of life."¥

The impaired
state of moral judgment in modern societies, Christ argues, is

due to the fact that "moral decision-making arises from within ‘a

i Beverly Wildung Harrison, "The Power of Anger in the
Work of Love," in Weaving the Visions: New Patterns in Feminist
Spirituality, ed. Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ (New York:
HarperCollins, 1989), pp. 218-219.

u Harrison, "The Power of Anger in the Work of Love," op.
cit., p. 219.

% Christ, The Power of Eros, draft manuscript, p. 192.
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broken web’."zs a web broken by our male-dominated ideal of the

separate, independent and eminently rational (i.e., wifeeling)
self, and by the violence that consequently has been permitted to
permeate our relationships and our cultural expressions.

In yet another work on contemporary feminist spirituality,
The Once and Future Goddess, author Elinor W. Gadon argues
explicitly for the "resacralization of sex”. By this she means
the recovery of the erotic bond of feeling that can develop
through sexuality, Jjust as it can develop through "sharing deeply
any pursuit with another person -~ be it physical, emotional,
psychological, or intellectuzl,” but perhaps most fully through
gsexuality because "our sexuality can be understood as the truest

nil

indicator of our personality, making it the route for the

deepest possible level of sharing. Gadon also refers to Deena
Metzger who articulates the intuition that what makes sex sacred,
or what can make sex sacred, is precisely its potential to create
bonds of feeling, the sense of connection, of "communion". She

quotes Metzger, as follows:

Sometimes according to behaviorists, feelings follow
behavior, but most often the behaviors overlaid upon an
alien worldview alter to correspond to the underlying
thought. Contemporary sexual freedom is a case in
point. For although it seeks to imitate what is
thought to be pagan permissiveness, it ig essentially
distinct, because the symbolic magical components have

2 Christ, The Power of Eros, draft manuscript, p. 196.

u Elinor W. Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess: A Symbol
for OQur Time (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989}, p. 291,
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not been restored. It may look like the same behavior,
but it is entirely different. In fact, we do not know
what appropriate behaviors, rituals, ceremonies will
develop when puritanism is dislodged from the deepest
levels of our psyche and when the sacredness of
sexuality is restored. We cannot know what forms will
develop in the contemporary world when the inclination
toward bonding is not undermined by the terror of
fusion. Though we talk about wholeness, oneness,
heliness, we persist in developing duality, separation,
division. So we do not know how we will come to
express a sacred universe when it is restored. We do
not kﬁow what forms sexuality as communion will

take.

Though we do not know what forms will convey the idea of

"sexuality as communion,” Elinor Gadon is certain that
pornography is not one such form. For she writes, "Pornography
is the direct denial of the power of the erotic, since in
emphasizing sensation without feeling, it represents the

"8 Similarly unsuited to qualify

suppression of true sciuality.
as sacred sex in Gadon’s estimation is the version of
heterosexual encounter presented in dominant culture which
portrays it "as a war between the sexes, or, at best, a game
divorced from true feeling ... a social activity rather than the
fullest expression of one’s being."30
I will make two final brief observations to conclude this

set of evidence for my claim that the relational aspect of sex is

2 Cited in Elinor W. Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess,
op. cit., p. 299.

2 Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess, p. 291-292.

30 Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess, pp. 312-313.
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the aspect that feminists tend to identify as most germane to an
understanding of sex as sacred. First, the foregoing includes no
reference to the necessity that a sexual encounter be
reproductive in order to be appreciated as sacred. In fact, a
number of feminists have specifically scught to minimize any
tendency- - to perceive sex as sacred primarily because it is the
means for creating new life. Ursula King, Mary Jo Weaver and
Emily Erwin Culpepper have all written about the dubious
advantage in reviving ancient symbeols and rites which may
inherently associate women’s sexuality too strongly with

A The

fertility, making them virtually synonymous.
identification of women’s sexuality as sacred due to its
procreative power is the type of limiting and essentialist
perspective on women that feminism seeks to move beyond. Second,
and related to the first point, is the observation that when
relationality is granted priority in the determination of sex as

sacred, the assumption that sex means heterosexual sex is

weakened. Thus, Carter Heyward, writing "as & lesbian, feminist,

i Ursula King, Women and Spirituality: Veoices of Protest
and Promise (1989; reprint, London: Macmillan, 1990); Mary Jo
Weaver, "Who is the Goddess and Where Does She Get Us?," Journal
of Feminist Studies in Religion 5, no. 1 (1989): 49-64; Emily
Erwin Culpepper, "Contemporary Goddess Thealogy: A Sympathetic
Critique,"” in Shaping New Vision: Gender and Values in American
Culture, ed. Clarissa W. Atkinson, Constance H. Buchanan and
Margzaret R. Miles (Ann Arbor and London: U.M.I. Reseearch Press,
1887), pp. 51-71.



Christian priest and teacher"? can "affirm that lesbianism is a

political act, a spiritual affirmetion of God -- the power of
relation -~ in the world."¥ Indeed, if it is accepted that sex
is sacred primarily because it is a singularly profound, mutual
relationship of love, then lesbian sex may have a certain
historical advantage as a vehicle for the divine, since, as
Carter asserts,

<+« in our present social order, mutual sexual

relationships are available largely in same-sex

relationships.... it is unwise to expect true personal

equality -- mutuality of common beﬁefit -~ between

women and men in a sexist society.

Next I will turn to the other set of writings whose
arguments I want to correlate with those just set out by feminist

thealogians and theologians on the sacredness of sex. The other

set is writing by feminist critics of pornography.

FEMINIST ARGUMENTS AGAINST PORNOGRAPHY

There are many threads in feminist arguments against

pornography. The best known, most publicly debated arguments

% Carter Heyward, "Sexuality, Love, and Justice," in
Weaving the Visions: New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality, ed.
Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ (New York: HarperColling,
1989), p. 294. Emphasis in the original.

33
299.
N

Heyward, "Sexuality, Love, and Justice," op. cit., p.

Heyward, "Sexuality, Love, and Justice," p. 298.
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deal with the social and pelitical issues concerning the
contribution that pornography makes to social and political
conditions of male dominance, including male violence against
women. My focus here, however, will be primarily on arguments
that articulate what could be considered essentially a religious
view. Though not proposed by scholars of religion, embedded in
the feminist antipornography arguments I will examine is a shared
set of assumptions concerning what is valued in sexual relations,
that is, the same elements which feminist religious scholars
label as sacred. One line of criticism complains that, while
pornography displays the body, it denies the soul, and thereby
undermines the experience of the union of body and soul in sex.
Another expresses hopelessness and despair, a profound spiritual
malaise, because pornography portrays male sexuality as inimical
by nature to the kind of mutual, loving relationship to which
women aspire. I will elaborate further on each of these
arguments in turn.

When feminist antipornography arguments use the term ‘soul’
the implied meanings often range quite widely. It may refer to
concepts of suujectivity, selfhood, personal will, intelligence,
the uniqueness of a person’s individuality or personality, the
source of human worth and dignity. This is the paychic energy
that animates the physical body and which, combined with the
body, constitutes the human person. Feminist arguments about the
objectification of women in pornography frequently use the term

‘*soul?’ interchangeably with terms such as these to express the
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idea that something of inherent value, and something that for
them is a necessary part of good sex, is left out of the
pornographic picture. Sometimes the term also refers to the idea
of the immortal socul, a concept more readily recognizable as
religious in nature. This use occurs specifically in analyses of
violent pornography which explicitly targets a woman'’s immortal
soul in order to express an unbounded level of hostility and
intent to harm.

Susan Griffin provides an instance of the latter, obviously
religious use of ‘soul’ in her snalysis of pornography as
expressive of the view (synonymous with the Christian view) that
sexual experience has the power to taint the soul.

Thus, in the pornographic drama of the virgin and the

whore, we discover the old religious definition of the

sexual act. For in pornography, when a man makes love

to a woman who is & virgin, he does so in order to

destroy he; gpi?it. In this miﬁd, the sexual act is an

act of humiliation to the soul.

Furthermore, the particulerly sadistic examples of pornography
may include the dramatic sequence in which a woman is brought to
the point of performing acts of self-humiliation. Through
succumbing to fear she fails to show the mettle of & martyr and
destroys her own soul.

To begin with, it is obviocus that to frighten another
being is in itself an act of sadism. But beyond this,

$ Susan Griffin, Pornography and Silence: Culture’s
Revenge Against Nature (New York: Harper and Row, 1981), p. 22.
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when a living soul allows herself to act from fear, to
be dominated by fear, another sort of suffering takes
place, which is deeper than even fear itself. For a
woman who does not act from her own will has by that
failure again become an object, a thing. She again
loses part of the sufferings of this self, her soul....
by terrifying her, pornography pits a woman’s physical
survival against the needﬁ of her soul, and drives her
soul thus to destruction.
Lest the impression be left that only the souls of Christian
women are targeted in pornography, the example of the Jewish
novel, Satan in Goray, should be mentioned. In this novel, as
Andrea Dworkin shows, the theme is a woman’s complete possession.
Possessed sexually and impersonally by "mortal men, leaders of

the community,” the female character Rechele is eventually

rendered "vulnerable to supernatural possession” by a dybbuk, an

evil spirit.”

The broader, but not necessarily therefore less religious,
sense in which pornography is destructive of women’s souls does
not require physically violent or palpably hostile scenarios.
Objectification is enough to achieve the effect women find
meaningful to describe as a2 denial of their soul, or as a process
of dehumanization. Objectification is achieved by pornographic
imagery typically through presenting women’s bodies as the single
focus of interest, rendering identity and personality as

irrelevant, superfluocus, and even an encumbrance to the male

3 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, op. cit., p. 49.

i Andrea Dworkin, Intercourse {New York: The Free Press,
1987), pp. 67-79.
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viewer's focus on enjoying his own desire, as the advertisements
for sex dolls who "never talk back"” imply. The message is clear
that women’s bodies are displayed to stimulate a sexual response
in the male viewer, not as a means for the women so displayed to
express themselves or their own sexual desire. But that process
turns the woman into a sex object and only a sex object. It
nullifies her subjectivity.

Feminists whose orientation is primerily political recognize
the political dangers for women in cultural imagery that
undermines the subjectivity of women regardless of the context of
the imagery, that is, whether or not the context is sexual. Thus
Mariana Valverde opposes objectification in pornography even
though she is a feminist who is suspicious of much feminist
opposition to pornography insofar as she suspects it may reflect
inhibitions about sexuality. In her view such sexuel inhibitions
prevent women from discovering untapped sources of power
available through claiming their sexual pleasure. Valverde urges
women to eschew inherited ideals of humans as "disembodied
souls". Nonetheless, in Sex, Power and Pleasure, she writes
critically of the opposite extreme presented in pornography, the
equally distorted picture of (female) humans as soulless bodies,

or mere objects:

As feminists, what we properly object to is the kind of
objectification found in pornography whereby women are
turned into mere objects, anonymous creatures with no
will of their own, no names and no distinctive
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features. When women are presented onﬁy as objects
then we are clearly being dehumanized.

Thus, also, Eileen Manion observes that pornography will
inevitably be one of those sets of "images and spectacle,"”
through which "our culture constitutes itself,” that will provoke
political struggle between women and men. "For the image of
woman as moronic sex object, we would like to substitute the
image of woman as complex person, active subject -- someone to be

“¥  The objectification of

reckoned with and regarded seriously.
women in pornography undermines women’s efforts to be taken
seriously as political equals because it creates the impression
that women are "moronic”. Lacking subjectivity, women
objectified in pornography appear thereby to lack intelligence.
This effect of pornography is one which consequently provokes
women's anger and political opposition.

But there is another strand in women’s arguments about the
effects of objectification in pornography which expresses pain
rather than anger. Anger is the feeling women have when they
reject the pornographic image of themselves as moronic, as devoid

of intelligence eand will, on the basis of knowing the image to be

false. Pain results when women identify with the pornographic

L Mariana Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure (Toronto: The
Women's Press, 1985), p. 45.

3 Eileen Manion, "We Objects Object: Pornography and the
Women’s Movement,"” Canadian Journal of Political and Social
Theory 15, nos. 1, 2 & 3 (1991), p. 295.
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image, when they try to emulate it because they believe they will
thereby achieve cultural approval and/or sexual desirability. As
pornography becomes more prevalent and accepted in mainstream
culture it becomes more constitutive of the cultural idesl of
"Woman", and the economic and psychological pressures on women to
emulate and identify with this ideal increase. But to identify
with an ideal that is merely an object, and not fully human, is
to turn oneself intc an object, a process which entails a painful
sense of the loss of one’s soul. Susan Griffin describes the
feeling when one is made into an object:

To be made an object is in itself 2 humiliation. To be

made a thing is to become a being without a will....

Objectification of another is in itself a sadistic act,

for to be made an object is to experie&ce a pain of a

loss of a part of the self: the soul.
Unfortunately the pain of the loss of their soul which women
guffer through each act of identification with objectified images
of themselves is not confined to singular instances when they
encounter these images, though that is painful enough. The
problem is that women find themselves becoming actors, taking on
the role of soulless but sexually desirable objects, as & more or
less permanent state of being. They become actors: “women
impersonate a stereotype of the female."” They mime life, but

that means they do not live it. Women become like the black

% Geriffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 47.

il Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 204.



- 184 -

slaves who "learned to mime a slow and stupid manner” to fit the
image of black character invented by the racist mind of the
slave-owner.u and whose lives, as slaves, were not their own to
live. Not only is the pornographic stereotype of the female
devoid of self, or soul, like the racist stereotype of the black
character was devoid of intelligence, but the process of
impersonation is itsz1lf one by which a woman abandons her real
gself, to become a false self. Her experience is therefore no
longer truly her own, but that of the character she impersonates.
This is a deeper, more complex process by which "pornography is
violent to 2 woman’s soul,” as Susan Griffin explains.

In the wake of pornographic images, a woman ceases to

know herself. Her experience is destroyed. As R.D.

Laing writes, if ‘our"ﬁxperience is destroyed we have

lost our own selves.’

Naomi Wolf also complains about the destruction of women’s
experience, more specifically women's sexual experience, that
results from the psychic damage done by pornography which
"merely” objectifies. In her book, The Beauty Myth, she writes
about how "beauty pornography” (in fashion magazines and
mainstream entertainment as much as in the magazines and videos
recognized as "pornography”), creates a social situation which

"prevents women from fully inhabiting the body ... from being at

i Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 202.

¥ Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 202.
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ease in the flesh or in the present, those two erotically and

politically dangerocus places for a woman to be."“

Under the
cultural onslaught of beauty pornography a woman's own self is
inhibited and replaced by "the ultimate anaphrodisiac: the self-

critical sexual gaze.“45

A woman compares herself to the
pornographic model and may feel either "wry humility, an antidote
to desire” or a sense of "measuring up" which is "ultimately as

anti-erotic, since the woman who ‘fits’ does not winj; she’s

simply allowed to fill the outline of the Iron Maiden. "'

" Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth (Toronto: Random House,
1990}, p. 102.

15 Wolf, The Beauty Myth, op. cit., p. 119.

4 Wolf, The Beauty Myth, p. 118. The Iron Maiden is the
current confining ideal of female beauty promulgated through the
"disseminetion of millions of images." She writes (pp. 6-7):
"This frantic aggregation of imagery is a collective reactionary
hallucination willed into being by both men and women stunned and
disoriented by the rapidity with which gender relations have been
transformed: a bulwark of reassurance against the flood of
change. The mass depiction of the modern woman as a "beauty’ is
a contradiction: where modern women are growing, moving, and
expressing their individuality, the ‘heauty’ is by definition
inert, timeless and generic.... Possibilities for women have
become so open-ended that they threaten to destabilize the
institutions on which a male-dominated culture has depended, and
a collective panic reaction on the part of both sexes heas forced
a demand for counter-images. The resulting hallucination
materializes, for women, as something all too real: no longer
just an idea, it becomes three-dimensional, incorporating within
itself how women live and how they do not live: it becomes the
Iron Maiden. The original Iron Maiden was a medieval German
ijnstrument of torture, a body-shaped casket painted with the
limbs and features of a lovely smiling young woman. The unlucky
victim was slowly enclosed inside her; the lid fell shut to
immobilize the vietim, who died either of starvation or, less
cruelly, of the metal spikes embedded in her interior. The
modern hallucination in which women are trapped or trap
themselves is similarly rigid, cruel, and euphemistically
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Either way the woman cannot herself be fully, comfortably present
in her body at any time, least of all during the physical
intimacies of sex. Thus, as Wolf laments, "In only twenty years,
the myth has slid a pane of imagery to separate women from their
bodies during the act of love."”
Furthermore, the potential for genuine connection between
men and women through sex is subverted by the woman’s sense of
alienation from her self and her boedy. Welf analyzes the
consequences of beauty pornography therefore in terms of
perpetuating "heterosexual estrangement” as well, a tendency
further exacerbated by the themes of violent beauty pornography

which have become so pervasive in mainstream en‘c.e::taj.nmen‘c..48

painted. Contemporary culture directs attention to imagery of
the Iron Maiden, while censoring real women’s faces and bodies.”

Y Wolf, The Beauty Myth, pp. 118-119.

18 Wolf, The Beauty Myth, p. 1089: "Even if she avoids
pornography, a woman will, by watching mainstream, middlebrow
plays, films and TV, learn the conventions of her threatened rape
in detail, close up.... what is happening now is that men and
women whose private psychosexual history would not lead them to
eroticize sexual violence are learning from such scenes to be
interested in it. 1In other words, our culture is depicting sex
as rape so that men and women will become interested in it.

These images institutionalize heterosexual alienation by
intervening in our fantasy lives.”"” Emphasis in the original.
Heterosexual estrangement, Wolf argues, serves the status quo
interests of consumerism and militarism; heterosexual love and
mutual respect, on the other hand, which has only recently become
possible on a large scale due to the women’s movement and women’s
growing economic independence, and which is still a very fragile
development, threatens to de-stabilize the status quo. See pp.
112-116.
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Therefore, accerding to these formulations of the psychic
harm to women caused by pornography, one critical result is the
destruction of the very type of experience in sex which, as I
showed above, feminists identify as making sexual experience
sacred. That is, it is the prevention of experiences of
connectedness and relationship, both inner and interperscnal. It
is the hindrance of any "harmonious integration of body, mind and
soul” within the woman, and consequently the diminishment of her
ability to reach out and build a deep sense of connection between
herself and her sexual partner. The psychic harm culminates in
the deprivation of an important source of spiritual experience.

Compounding this sense of spiritual wounding and loss which
feminist antipornography arguments express is another, deeper
level of grief and hopelessness. Even if women are able to
deflect the psychic impact df seeing themselves objectified, and
to resist absorbing the sexual self-critical gaze so destructive
to their ability to love either themselves or another, so much
pornography carries a message about the inherently violent nature
of male sexuality that it makes such an effort seem pointless.

Both Susan Griffin and Andrea Dworkin write eloquently about
the hopelessness that pornography expresses, and generates,
concerning the vioclent nature of male sexuality. Griffin
observes that the male hero of the pornographic novel pictures

himself as "bridled by an uncontrollable lust for sexual violence
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... which he can conquer only by acting it out.“49 The
pornographer, too, when he defends his product as offering a form
of catharsis, reveals that he shares "the belief that men are
inherently and by nature violent. For why else, except that men
have some intrinsic need for violence, would a violent catharsis
be necessary?"w Griffin notes that the pornographer shares

this belief about male sexuality with a whole host of pessimistic
philosophers, scientists, and psychoaznalytic theorists who posit
"human nature as aggressive and cruel™! and male sexual potency
as ircompatible with the tenderness and respect of civilized

52

love. It is her thesis, in fact, that this belief is

ultimately the same as the Christian belief in the sinfulness of
human nature. So the pornographer "ridicules feeling, ridicules
tenderness, and above all, ridicules hope.“53

Andrea Dworkin wrote in 1978, "I hate the pornographers most

of all for depriving me of hope.“54

The cruelty of the imsages,
their ubiquity, and men’s refusal to live without them all

combine to meke life "meaningless, because these celebrations of

¥ Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 94.

0 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 94.

' Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 95.

i Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 129.

5 Griffin, Pornography and Silence, p. 130.

i Andrea Dworkin, "Pornography and Grief,”" in Teke Back
the Night: Women on Pornography, ed. Lauvra Lederer (New York:
William Morrow, 1980), p. 290.
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cruelty destroy my very capacity to feel and to care and to

hope.”55

If a woman has any sense of her own intrinsic worth,

seeing pornography in small bits and pieces can bring

her to a useful rage. Studying pornography in quantity

and depth“... will turn that same woman into a

mourner.”
The reason for Dworkin’s despair is her realization that the "one
consistent proposition" found throughout all the varieties of
pornography is that "sex and murder are fused in the male
consciousness ... that the annihilation of women is the source of

meaning and identity for men.“‘r‘7

A decade later in her latest
book on the subject, Intercourse (1987), Dworkin amasses even
further evidence from male authors to confirm the depressing view
that men cannot help but experience sexual intercourse as a
violent domination of their partner, and therefore are simply
unable to love any woman with whom they have sex.

For women, this is a2 "nightmare”. Myrna Kostash echoes
Griffin when she writes of her despeir at the alarmingly sadistic
pornographic imagery that women cannot seem to escape, try as

they do: "we have somehow to meke our way through the city as

though pornography had nothing to do with us. For to acknowledge

% Dworkin, "Pornography and Grief," op. cit., p. 290.

d Dworkin, "Pornography and Grief," p. 286.

" Dworkin, "Pornography and Grief,” p. 288.



- 190 -

that it does is to let in the nightmare: ‘to be unknown, and
hated,’ as Susan Griffin writes. "™

The spiritual malaise expressed in these antipornography
arguments once more reflects assumptions shared with feminist
scholars of religion about the sacredness of sex. That is, the
malaise evidently stems from understanding that the male appetite
for impersonal -- even hostile and violent -- sex, which
pornography presents as a given of male nature, renders
impossible the realization of heterosexuazl women’s ideal of
relationality through heterosexual sex, an ideal which, as I have
shown, feminist religion scholars interpret as sacred.

To summarize, the points in feminist arguments against
pornography to which I want to call attention are as follows:
First, when women identify with pornographic images of
themselves, rather than rejecting them as false, they describe
experiencing a painful sense of loss of a part of themselves
which they often call their soul. This is a religious, as
distinct from political, consequence of the objectification of
women in pornography. Second, through women’s identification
with the pornographic ideal and their attempts to emulate it --
whether successful or not, significantly -- women beccnme

increasingly self-alienated both in body and soul. Third, in the

3 Myrna Kostash, "Whose Body? Whose Self?: Beyond
Pornography,"”" in Still Ain’t Satisfied: Canadian Feminism Today,
ed. Maureen Fitzgerald, Connie Guberman, and Margie Wolfe
(Toronto: The Women’s Press, 1982), p. 48. Emphasis in the
original.
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resulting dispirited state of self-alienation women lose their
ability to enjoy sexual experience in the manner which they
desire. Sex becomes the situation in which women feel their
self-alienation most poignantly, in fact. Rather than being an
opportunity for experiencing the "harmonious integration of body,
mind and soul,” sex becomes quite the opposite. Fourth, and as a
consequence of the third point, sex begins to produce a
distancing effect between women and their partners, rather than
being an occasion conducive to feelings of drawing closer and
connecting more deeply.

The fact that women who complain about pornography are
profoundly saddened by its effects on their sexual experience
suggests how much they value sex for its unifying, integrating
powers. It is the loss of these experiences in sex which they
mourn, and which causes them so much despair. They grieve for
the loss of the opportunity to experience in sex the highly
pleasurable, satisfying sense that accompanies the bridging of
divisions. They yearn for the euphoria of making satisfying
conhections, connections within the self of body and soul,
connections between self and another person, perhaps even between
self and the world. They evidently value sex very highly for the
same reasons that other women, scholars of religion, have called
it sacred. As Carol Christ said, "In human life, sexuality can
be one of the most powerful experiences of eros.”

In addition, the fifth point of significance from feminist

antipornography arguments that is worth reiterating for the
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purposes of my argument concerns the hopelessness and despair
that women describe feeling as a result of believing the
pernographic message about the inherently violent nature of male

3 If male sexuality really is inherently and

sexuality.
unalterably imbued with feelings of hostility, and if male sexual
pleasure is necessarily synonymous with feelings of violating
their partner, then heterosexual women must admit that their
perception, and their ideal, of a mutually loving connection is
illusory. The feeling is neither mutual, nor loving. Nor can it
ever become so. For women to acknowledge despair and
hopelessness upon discovering through pornography that their
ideal is mere illusion is for them to reveasl how deep-seated is
their desire for a mutually loving connection in sex. It would
not be inappropriate to call such desire a spiritual yearning or
quest. Such feelings of spiritual yearning described by women
are further evidence that they share with feminist scholars of

religion the same reasons for valuing sex: the opportunity that

ideally sex can provide for experiencing connectedness.

5 For discussions about the same feelings in response to
violent expressions of female sexuality, such as in the practice
and representation of lesbian sadomasochism, see the anthology,
Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin
Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell, and Susan
Leigh Star (San Francisco: Frog In The Well, 1982).



- 1983 -

DOES THE EVIDENCE SUPPORT THE THEORY?

Having thus demonstrated the shared set of assumptions for
valuing sex that is perceptible in these two sets of feminist
literature, i.e., in antipornography arguments and in religion
scholars’ views on what makes sex sacred, I return to the
question posed at the beginning of this chapter. Does this
constitute evidence to support the theory that women'’s sacrality
is characteristically oriented toward appreciating as sacred
those experiences that foster feelings of connectedness?
Certainly the ideas articulated by both groups of authors
considered are consistent.with this theory. Nothing in what
either group says contradicts it. One group explicitly
identifies the relational aspects of sex as sacred, elaborating
the internal, interpersonal and cosmic levels on which sex can
foster feelings of connectedness; the other group implies a
gsimilar type of valuation through its expressions of spiritual
vearning provoked, in part at least, by pornography’s deleterious
impact on their ability to experience in sex these same
relational aspects. For some in the latter group the prospect
that their hope of ever enjoying such experience in heterosexual
sex is vain renders life virtually "meaningless". The impact
that pornography.has on them is experienced as a spiritual
assault, then, and it reveals by implication the nature of what
is sacred to them, i.e., feelings of internal and interpersonal

connectedness.
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In sum, some strands of feminist antipornography arguments
criticize pornography for destroying their experience of sex as
sacred in the same sense that feminist scholars of religion
identify sex as sacred. As far as sex is concerned, then, both
sets of literature support the theory in gquestion about
connectedness as a characteristic quality of female sacrality.

While such support does not constitute actual confirmation
of the theory, it does lend credence to the theory. In turn, the
theory of women’s sacrality offers an alternative systematic
framework for understanding women’s religious basis for disliking
pernography which does not derive, as 1s so often asserted, from
traditional Christian-inspired anti-sex attitudes. The theory
helps to explain how women can claim with consistency both to
like sex and to dislike pornography, even when it is not
explicitly violent.

With the assistance of this theory it may be easier to
understand women's negative response to arguments made in defense
of pornography by male authors such as, for example, F.M.
Christensen. Christensen was interviewed on a recent radio
program in which he put forward the same views he expresses in

0 Christensen claims

his book, Pornography: The Other side.’
that feminist opposition to pornography is based on traditional

"antisexualism” (which he asserts they share with "religious

L VS Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side (New
York: Praeger, 1990).
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traditionalists”) and not, as "extremist” feminist critics like
Andrea Dworkin maintain, on horror at the misogynist violence in
pornography. The feminist focus on violence in pornography, he
says, is merely & smokescreen thrown up to hide the real anti-sex
basis of feminist antipornography views.81 Christensen disputes
feminist allegations that pornography is permeated by

f2

violence,’”™ and denies the idea that male sexuality is

inherently violent. He maintains that what is inherent to male

bt Christensen writes in Pornography: The Other Side (p.
41): "It seems quite clear that the most fundamental source of
feminist views about pornography and women is the sex-negative
conditioning we all have received, but which females receive in
greater degrees.” But certain "contemptible"” people who oppose
pornography, he says, "have been working hard to associate sexual
portrayals with violence in the minds of the general public” (p.
42). He elaborates this claim a little further on: "The current
campeaign against sexual explicitness is characterized by a
constant attempt to link all pornography in the public mind with
the violent sort; it is a massive effort at guilt by
association.”" (p. 58) "As a general rule, people resort to
illegitimate means of persuasion when they sense that their
honest arguments are weak. One can only suspect that many who
present the issue this way realize the old ‘explicit sex is
dirty’ charge would not sufficiently motivate the average person
today, so they resort to fear-and-smear tactics.... it is
certainly not the case, as some have alleged, that most
pornography is violent; only a2 very small percentage of 1t is
so." {p. 59)

& Interestingly, Christensen attributes the hostility
against women that does exist in some pornography to the
pornographer’s "jeering at those who have maligned them.” He
considers it the "result of our culture’s continuing denigration
of male sexual feelings.... the constant message to men that
their desires are degrading and exploitive is bound to produce
feelings of hostility in some.... a few pornographic portrayals
give a distinct impression of a desire to prove women are not
such paragons of purity after all, to bring them down to the same
level as the nasty animals we have always been told men are.”
Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 85.
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gsexuality, which is also the principle theme of pornography, is
the desire for casual sex, for sexual relations without any
corresponding feelings of mutual love or commitment between the

8 Furthermore, he maintains that this feature of male

partners.
gexuality -- a strong sexual drive that is not dependent on
feelings of love or affection -~ is an unalterable given of
nature, whereas the female sexual drive is by nature more easily
repressed. He attributes female desires for love and long-term
commitment in sex in part to nature but mostly to structural
features of society which make women dependent on men. Since
these structural features “"may be much harder to change than

" and since "antisexualism is apt to

attitudes toward sex,
cause the most pain to those whose erotic desires are
strongest"55 {i.e., men], the logical conclusion of
Christensen's argument is that women can, and should, learn to

enjoy "commitment-free sex“,ES in the same manner that men do.57

2 Opposition to pornography, Christensen argues, is
therefore really just a form of moral denigration of mele
sexuality. It is anti-male sexism: "One cannot rationally say
that sexual portrayals degrade women without holding that typical
male feelings do the same thing; whether he uses sexual
substitutes or not, & man is being told that an inherent part of
himself is bad. Coming from women who do not share that
nature..., these charges are blatant sexism.”" Pornography: The
Other Side, p. 49.

Bt Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 4T.

65 Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 49.

b Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 47.
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Toward this end, the uninhibited casual sexual behaviour of women
in pornography can serve as a catalyst in changing women’s
attitudes. In the meantime, pornography functions to reassure
men who face moral disapproval from women on account of their
desires for casual sex. It reassures men that they are not
inherently morally bad for having such sexual desires.

Following the broadcast of the radio program which presented
Christensen’s views, along with the views of other male defenders
of pornography, a woman from Vancouver wrote a letter in
response. It was aired when the program was re-broadcast, and
ran as follows:

I feel angry and hurt after listening to Part 2 of

"Pornography and the Social Sciences" on Ideas

[December 1990]. I do not agree that women generally

dislike porn because we are repressed. I like sex and

I like men. I don’t like my sexuality branding me as a
"bimbo"” and a "bitch". I have a mind and & soul.

67 Christensen, Pornography: The Other Side, p. 892: ’"One
... argument ... alleges that pornography harms relationships by
its overemphasis on sex, and also by its underemphasis on
companionship or romantic love. It is said to ‘teach men' to
value the former too much and the latter too little. With its
culture-~bound and egocentric notions of how much emphasis is too
much or too little, this claim ignores the possibility of keeping
the sexes in harmony by teaching women to want sex in the same
way [as men].”

68 "A commonly expressed fear from the antipornography camp
is that little girls may suffer distress and damage to their
self-image from the sight of the naked women in pornography....
the author of this book can report the effect such exposure had
on his self-image as a little boy: aside from satisfying some
powerful yearnings that had been denied, it gave him the
reassuring feeling that at least some people did not regard him
as evil for having those desires.” Christensen, Pornography:
The Other Side, p. 50.
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Pornography is the miracle in reverse, the taking away

of the spirituality of the person, the reduction of

persons éo flesh only, dispensable, disposable

flesh... -

I am suggesting that, with the aid of the theory about
women's sacrality outlined above, this response can be seen as
typical of the pattern in which women use spiritual concepts to
express their resistance to pressures to adapt their sexuality te
fit male~defined ideals rather than their own. Christensen would
no doubt interpret this woman’s response as an expression of her
repressed sexuality. He would see feelings of shamefulness or
sinfulness associated with enjoying sexual pleasure, and =
corresponding need for some sort of redemptive factor. Rather
than feelings of shame about sex, however, it is possible to see
a different emphasis of meaning in women's objections to sexual
relations that are exclusively physical in nature without
consideration for the soul. Instead of a traditional Christian
anti-sex attitude, this woman's letter may well represent the
same set of ideas about the sacredness of sex that feminist
scholars of religion have articulated, whether Christian or
otherwise. "Pornography is the miracle in reverse" suggests that
the "miracle” which pornography reverses is the sexual encounter

which is sacred, the encounter in which both spirit and flesh are

8 Letter to the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation from a
Vancouver woman which was read with the re-broadcast of
"Pornography and the Social Sciences” on the CBC Radio program,
Ideas, in May 1991.
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combined, in which relations of deep connection are felt. The
author’s description of flesh as "dispensable, disposable flesh”
might suggest to some that she is disparaging the body, but her
meaning may be instead that the body by itself is effectively
anonymous and readily replaceable by another equally anonymous
body, so that only a superficial connection between sexual
partners is ever possible when the "spirituality of the person”
is taken away.

The theory of connectedness as a characteristic quality of
women'’s sacrality may also help to explain the religious terms
women often use to describe how they experience the practice of
casual sex, as well as its representation in pornography. As
noted above, Christensen urges women to adapt to male sexual
ideals because men cannot adapt to women’s ideals, and insists
that if women resist adapting, this reflects only their failure
to liberate themselves from Christian-inspired repression,
nothing else. My argument is that, if this theory about women's
sacraelity is taken into consideration, it is easier to see that
women's resistance to adapting themselves is not fully
understood, not even properly understood, by the explanation that
women’s liberation from repression remains uncompleted. Women
have, in fact, tried to follow the male model of sexuality over
the past three decades, just as they have attempted to follow
other male models of behaviour, such as the models of appropriate
political behaviour and of good scholarship. And, just as in

those other domains, women are beginning to speak out of that
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experience, not in ignorance of it. Now, based on that
experience, women are in the process of daring to articulate
their own ideals and to be critical of the ways in which male
models frustrate those ideals.

In the case of resisting pressures to continue to adapt to
male sexual ideals, the ideals which women are articulating for
themselves do incorporate a strong spiritual component. Although
critics like Christensen frequently dismiss women’s spiritual
arguments as simply lingering puritanical anti-sex attitudes, the
theory under consideration here suggests that the spiritual
component on which women today are insisting is something quite
different. It is something not specific to any particular
religion alone, but shared by women of different faiths.

However, although common to many women, it appears to be
something which most men do not recognize as part of their own
experience, and this naturally makes it hard for them to
understand. The only way they seem to be able to understand it
is to cast it in the familiar puritanical terms. In effect, they
persist in misinterpreting women’s arguments about sexual ethics
out of ignorance about women’s spirituality. For the most part,
they fail to understand how women’s spirituality honours embodied
connectedness, how women feel wounded whenever that sacred ideal
is dishonoured by others, and 2 profound malaise, a sense of
spiritual deprivation, an emptying out of the soul, whenever they

dishonour it themselves.
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The novels of Erica Jong may be helpful to illustrate these
claims. Erica Jong's first novel Fear of Flying (1873} rapidly
made her a famous female novelist because it is as sexually
uninhibited as any novel by a male author, and it features a
Jewish female character, Isadora, who is committed to pursuing
her own sexual satisfaction equally without inhibition or
emotional commitment. ZEarly in this novel Isadora describes "my
fantasy of the Zipless Fuck,” as follows:

For the true, ultimate zipless A-1 fuck, it was

necessary that you never get to know the man very well.

I had noticed, for example, how all my infatuations

dissolved as soon as I really became friends with a

man, became sympathetic to his problems, listened to

him kvetch about his wife, or ex-wives, his mother, his

children. After that I would like him, perhaps even

love him -- but without passion. And it was passion

that I wanted.... another condition for the zipless

fuck waﬁ brevity. And anonymity maede it even

better.

In this first novel, Isadora is a character that Christensen
would probably find sympathetic. He might be likely to hold up
Isadora's fantasy as a model of liberated female sexuality, in
fact, since in it she values passion over love, has no desire for
an enduring relationship along with sex, nor even to know who the

11

man is. However the tone changes significantly in Jong's

10 Erica Jong, Fear of Flying (Scarborough, Ont.: Signet,
The New American Library of Canada, 1974}, p. 11.

N 1n fact, one feminist literary critic, Susanne Kappeler,
analyzes the success of Jong’s first novel in terms of its
conformity with the literary pornographic model. Kappeler
describes Jong’s writing in this novel as that of "the libertine
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later novels. Her female characters never lose their lusty
appreciation for sex, they never become "sex-negative," but they
do begin to express an aching dissatisfaction with a diet
consisting only of casual sexual affairs. In Parachutes and
Kisses (1884), Isadora reflects on how the world has changed
since her experiences chronicled in the first novel: "sex is
ubiquitous and yet alsc somehow devoid of its full charge of

wl?

mystery. In the midst of yet another instance of late-night

driving on the freeway "just to get laid" she feels "her soul
empty as a thrown-away beer can that suddenly expledes your

tire."” "At times she is seized with a sadness so profound no

Ak

tears can release it. By the novel’s end, having found a2 man

with whom both the passion and affection are deep and mutual, she

"1{

vows to "give love itself permission to last. Any Woman’s

Blues (1990) is ostensibly written by Isadora, and is about an

discharging” in the sense that her writing celebrated "not the
liberation of women, but the liberation of the female sex-object,
which is now expected to orgasm (in response).” According to
Kappeler, the sexual story written from the female-object’s point
of view was welcomed by the literary world as "an enticing
variant of the male writing of her pleasure.” Jong seemed to
provide a counter-example to feminist critiques of male authors’
descriptions of female pleasure as they wanted to imagine it,
"and men do not tire of pointing it out to us.” Susanne
Kappeler, The Pornography of Representation (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 160.

n Erica Jong, Parachutes and Kisses (New York: Signet,
Penguin Books, 1885), p. 14.

n Jong, Parachutes and Kisses, op. cit., p. 15.

n Jong, Parachutes and Kisses, p. 4717.
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artist named Leila who struggles with the addictions of drugs,
alcohel and sexual obsession. Just how far Erica Jong has moved
from the ideal of anonymous sex celebrated in ner first novel
comes across in the following scenario of Any Woman’s Blues in
which Leila is working on a collage called "Sex in the Age of

AIDS" and desperately longing for the man about whom she is

obsessed:

As I change and rearrange the snipped pieces, I dream
of a2 lovely boy stud who could be summoned to my side
as simply as one summons a masseur. What a flourishing
business for busy creative women! AIDS-tested studs
for the creative woman {(or the busy executive) who
doesn’t want to get involved. But of course it would
never work. Most women don’t want studs, AIDS-tested

or not -- they want love. They want romance. And so
the escort business would never work. It wouldn’t work
for me -- no matter how appealing the fantasy seems. I

may pretend to myself that I want & stud, but alas,
what I want is frighteningly more complex: a lover, a
partner, a friend, a daddy, a baby. A stud would be
too eagy -- even if I had the faintest idea where to
find one. So I go on making my collage, like a woman
possessed, hoping that all the“passion and energy and
lust will go into the paper...
Sometimes literature can educate where argument fails.
Perhaps it is easier to identify with fictional characters, and
to learn from imaginatively sharing their experience, than it is
to identify with real people who may feel threatening to us. 1In

any case, the novels of Erica Jong may be illustrative of

literature’s power. For at least one of her male readers, Frank

1 Erica Jong, Any Woman’s Blues (New York:
HarperPaperbacks, HarperCollins, 1991), pp. 257-258. Emphasis in
the original.
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Gonzalez-Crussi, has written with considerable sympathy about the
conclusions reached by the character of Isadora in Jong’s later
novels. Unlike Christensen, Gonzalez-Crussi seems prepared to
accept the possibility that a woman might honestly try the male
model of sexual behaviour, yet ultimately reject it for
legitimate reasons as inadequate for meeting her own self-defined
needs. He is evidently prepared to respect her choices, at
least, which is more than Christensen seems prepared to do. His
comments on this point, and on the difference in men’s and
women’s "sensibilities™ (psychic needs?) regarding what counts as

"scoring" in a sexual relationship, merit quoting at length:

Just as militant feminists have tried to suffuse 2
measure of femininity into the male personality, so,
too, some women have tried to adopt what passes for the
male model of eroticism. In the masculine capacity for
unlimited physical pleasure without need to commit
their hearts, they have seen a2 kind of triumphant
freedom. They have wished to imitate it. And, save
for rare, suspect exceptions, they have lost.

Not that their attempt was wanting in resolve. In
Erica Jong’'s novels, the sexual act becomes “"zipless":
a deliberate experiment to be like men. Anals Nin's
confessions detail the same undaunted effort to attain
the untrammeled mastery of the senses. Bewilderment or
disgust emerges from the promiscuous experience. In
Jong’s Parachutes and Kisses, the protagonist, Isadora,
engages numerous men in her obsessive search for the
masculine model of eroticism. She cannot bring herself
to spend the whole night with any of them. She is
seized with an invincible disgust for those "unknown
bodies” that lie by her side. It occurs to her to
actually push them out the door, to send them home from
her apartment at 3:00 in the morning. Biologic
predetermination, or centuries of learned behavior?
Diderot may have shown stunning prescience when, in
1772, he wrote in his essay on women: "Our organ is
more indulgent.... Sovereign [physical] happiness
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escapes women while in the arms of the man they adore.
We find it easily in the embrace of a complacent woman
whom we loathe.” Whether the difference in
sensibilities is constitutional or acquired, I defy the
sages to tell us. If it is the result of inveterate
social pressures, it will disappear one day. But it
will not be soon.

Not bedding, but "a relationship,” is what women
seek. And in this difference it is impossible to fail
to acknowledge a distinct superiority of the feminine
sensibility, however cantish this may sound. Whereas
men are overwhelmed by the strong pulsations of the
body, women remain free to bestow a wider meaning to
the corporeal elements of the erotic. The erotic does
not end in spastic contractions and reflex discharges;
it transcends them, to reach into the ethereal realms
of memory and feeling, like a note that reverberates
long after the string was pulsated. Woman may resort
to her body in ways congruous with her aims and in a
fashion is apt to be ranked as "manipulative." But
only when she is long remembered and continually
desired, as if by a cyclically renewed, ever rekindled
thirst; only when her image fills to capacity the
consciousness of the man she has chosen, and stretches
temporally beyond the meager boundaries of physiologic
immediacy; only then does she claim to have won. When
her immanent presence projects across time and space to
leave a profOﬁnd impress on another being: then she
has "scored."”

The man thinks he has "scored", of course, if he has simply
bedded the woman he desires, a less impressive achievement by
comparison. Unfortunately, despite the admiration Gonzalez-
Crussi evidently holds for the more powerful impact a woman has
on another being when she "scores" according to her own values,

the hyperbole of his prose produces the type of overstatement

which shows he has not quite understood a woman like Isadora’s

7 F. Gonzalez-Crussi, On the Nature of Things Erotic (San
Diego, New York, London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), pp.
137-139. Emphasis in the original.
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desires after all. He understands she is not satisfied with
pursuing merely physical pleasures, but he wrongly suggests she
is therefore indifferent to them, or disgusted by them. He says,
"Not bedding, but a ‘relationship,’ is what women seek."” What I
hear in women’s accounts is that they desire both bedding and a
relationship. At the end of Any Woman’s Blues, Leila (the
character created by Isadora, who plays the role of author in
this novel), speaks of her frustration about having to turn to
one man for sex and to another man for satisfying, intimate
conversation. Leila says to her conversational partner, her
musician friend, Julian:
"But I want sex and talk in one person. Surely
that’s not so much to ask.”
"I’ve never found it," says Julian, "except in my
chords, so why should you?"
"Because you don’t believe in it, and I do.

Somehow, against all the evideﬂce, I finally do. And I

finally believe I deserve it."

It bears repeating that women's expressions of
dissatisfaction, spiritual anguish and malaise arising from their
experiences with pornography -- as well as with the "liberated”
behavicural model of commitment-free, relationship-free sex, as

78

Erica Jong's novels help toc show'' -- are expressions of

n Jong, Any Woman’s Blues, op. cit., p. 343. Emphasis in
the original. :

L Naomi Wolf also writes with palpable dissatisfaction-
fueled sarcasm about the "liberated"” model of sexual behaviour in
The Beauty Myth, op. cit. (pp. 106-107): "In the decade during
which women became pelitical about womanhood, popular culture



dissatisfaction with both polar extremes of the dualistic
paradigm. They accept neither that humans are disembodied souls,
nor that we are soulless bodies. We are "embodied"”. Feminist
writers value the body. But in valuing the body, they refuse
thereby to disparage the soul. And, by insisting on soul-
nourishing components of sexuality -- and of cultural expressions
of sexuality -- women are not thereby, as is so often charged,
abandoning the importance of the idea of the body’s value. They
are not reverting to sex-negative views. They are trying to
articulate what they feel is necessary to move forward into a
truly sex-positive way of living. That is why many are occupied
with promoting erotica, as well as with criticizing
pornogr‘za:.phy.'Ig

It is true, of course, that there are dissenters to the view
that the feminist ideal of sexuality should contain so much
emphasis on its spiritual quality, at least in terms of the need
for a mutually loving relationship, or for what I have called

interpersonal relationality. Mariana Valverde argues that, due

recast tender, intimate sex as boring. Anonymity became the
aphrodisiac of the moment: Mr Goodbar and the zipless fuck and
one-night stands. If women were going to have sexual freedom and
a measure of worldly power, they'd better learn to fuck like men.
The soulless bloodrush of synthesized climax over a repetitive
backbeat made disco the perfect music by which to score with a
stranger."”

1 Dorothy Todd Hénaut, for example, co-producer (with
Kathleen Shannon) of the extremely influential National Film
Board of Canada film about pornography and the sex trade
business, Not A Love Story (1981), is currently working on what
she calls "an erotic film" titled Heartbeats.
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to the scarcity of men whose desires are similar, such an ideal

80 Her

will rarely be met in reality at this point in history.
argument implies that women’s inevitable failures to realize this
ideal under current circumstances will hardly be conducive to
their empowerment. Hence it is not politically wise to promote
too heavily such an unrealistic ideal. Valverde is quite
critical of feminists such as Susan Griffin, Andrea Dworkin,

Robin Morgan and Mary Daly, objecting to the way they "wax

B Basing her Jjudgment on Mary

g2

mystical" about female sexuality.
Daly’'s treatment of the theme of female lust in Pure Lust,
Valverde is led to suspect, moreover, that the whole feminist

movement toward the resacralization of sex would channel women’s

» 83

sexuality "exclusively in a spiritual direction, in a manner

that would, in fact, only serve to perpetuate Platonic and

84

Christian dualism. Valverde’s suspicions show how necessary

8 She refers to this as "the scarcity problem” and "the
erisis in heterosexuality.” See Valverde, Sex, Power and
Pleasure, op. cit., pp. 66-74.

8l "She [Susan Griffin)] waxes mystical about all the values
of which women are the true custodian: nurturing, affection,
morality. If masculine sexuality equals porn, then feminine
sexuality must equal the opposite of porn, i.e. love, affection,
‘relationships,’ spirituality..." Valverde, Sex, Power and
Pleasure, p. 135. Elsewhere (p. 145) Valverde warns against the
expectation created by arguments like CGriffin’s "that female
desire and women's sexual ethics are islands of purity and
simplicity in a sea of male corruption.”

s Mary Daly, Pure Lust (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984).

8 Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure, pp. 192-198.

H Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure, p. 197.
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is the task of communicating more effectively the ideas of other
feminist scholars of religion, besides Mary Daly, such as those
considered in this chapter. For, although Valverde dismisses the
need for mutually loving relationship for good.ss fulfilling

sex, she does insist on "the dialectic of mutual recognition” as

B

"essential to eroticism. Neither anonymity nor degradation

belongs to her recipe as "a legitimate form of erotic desire.“87
It is possible that Valverde’s difference in perspective from
that of feminist writers mentioned in this chapter boils down to
a difference of degree more than of kind. Not everyone is
equally religious by inclination, nor should that be expected.
Furthermore, as a thinker who fits most comfortably within the
framework of materialist, socialist feminist theorists, it would
be surprising if Valverde did not have objections to raise to the
views expressed by radical feminists such as Griffin, Dworkin,

Morgan and Daly.aa

B "It is not necessary to use clichéd notions of nurturing
love in our solution to the problem of violent, aggressive sex:
we could try thinking about good sex instead.” Valverde, Sex,
Power and Pleasure, p. 135.

L Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure, p. 152.

8 Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure, p. 152.

8 For a full elaboration of the various theoretical
feminist frameworks, see Alison M. Jaggar and Paula S.
Rothenberg, eds., Feminist Frameworks: Alternative Theoretical
Accounts of the Relations between Women and Men, Second Edition
(New York: McGrew-Hill, 1884). The editors explain, "Typically
a feminist framework is a comprehensive analysis of the nature
and causes of women’s oppression and a correlated set of
proposals for ending it."” (p. xii) Socialist feminism has
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Despite Valverde’s criticism of the over-spiritualization of
female sexuality by radical feminist opponents of pornography, it
should be noted that her criticisms do not contradict the theory
of women’s sacrality under consideration. Her criticisms are
directed at theory about the nature of women’s sexuality, not
about the nature of women's sacrality. Her own spiritual needs
in sex may not be as important to her as they are to women with a
stronger sensitivity to spirituality, but her demands for "mutual
recognition” in erotic encounters suggests her needs are not
radically dissimilar to theirs.

It is probably no coincidence that another feminist who
writes critically about the tendency in much radical feminist

literature on this subject to over-spiritualize sex also

evolved from the well-established political tradition of Marxism.
"Radical feminism, which is not the inheritor of a long
philosophical tradition (and whose strength may lie precisely in
that fact}, still does not constitute an entirely unified
conceptual framework; nevertheless, its theorists have
[developed] their analysis of women’s oppression in terms of male
control of women's bodies, particularly women’s sexuality." (p.
xiii) Note: A third edition of this valuable text has just been
published (1993). The complexity of feminist analyses continues
to develop over time along with, as the editors of the third
edition note (pp. xvi-xvii), growing awareness of "the ways in
which gender is necessarily shaped in conjunction with other
systems of domination.” And although "feminists used to insist
that one or another category had more explanatory power than all
the rest, feminists nowadays generally acknowledge that women’s
subordination can be understood adequately only in terms of
several categories."” Hence, "few feminists any longer insist on
unswerving loyalty to a2 single theoretical framework.” In a
similar vein, I would point out that while it can be useful to
classify theorists as I am doing here, I do not intend too rigid
an application of the labels "socialist feminist theorist” and
"radical feminist theorist.”
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describes her thinking as influenced by the materialist
tradition. Lucy Goodison’s concern is slightly different from
Valverde’s, however. She does not see a danger of perpetuating
dualistic anti-body ideas; but rather she sees a danger of
placing too much emphasis on the sexual component of physicality
for providing experiences of the body as sacred. She promotes an

approach which recognizes that "sex ... is just ancther area of

living."

Such an approach is important given our cultural legacy
in which sexuality has been denied. From its being the
most forbidden and secret subject, there is a danger of
us over-reacting by exalting it as the most sacred
subject. We need to be wary of placing an emphasis on
sexuality which 13 as distorted as the Christian
church's denial of it; to exalt and to deny are only
different sides of the same coin. Sexuality can carry
spiritual energy, but then so can each area of our
body; the pointmof reinstating it is not to fetishise
its importance.

This criticism too, however, does not actually contradict the
theory of women’s sacrality. It does not deny that feelings of
connectedness in sex are experienced as sacred. Nor does it
posit a different explanation for understanding sex as sacred.
It merely calls attention to additional avenues besides the

sexual for experiencing spiritual energy through the body, and

urges us to pay more attention to them as well.

& Lucy Coodison, Moving Heaven and Earth: Sexuality,
Spirituality and Social Change (London: The Women’s Press,
1990), pp. 346-347.
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SUMMARY

In sum, then, while there are dissonant notes here and there
in the feminist chorus of ideas on the spiritual significance of
sex, and on pornography’s denial of this spiritual significance,
the overall effect is hardly a cacophony. And nothing in the
literature I have reviewed presents a serious challenge to my
argument that, as far as sex is concerned, feminist literature on
the subject in the main supports the theory that women's
sacrality reflects a characteristically female appreciation for
feelings of connectedness, whereas there is little corresponding
male appreciation for such feelings as sacred.

However, it must be clarified that this theory makes no
pretence to having universal applicability. It is a theory about
gender-based differences in sacrality, as illustrated by the
example of gsexual experience, not about sex-based differences.
Furthermore, it is ethnically and historically specific to white
North American culture at the end of the twentieth century.
Nothing of the foregoing implies that different cultural patterns
than those in place in that specific context might not alter the
differential pattern of gender construction, and thereby of men’s
and women’s experiences of the sacred.

In conclusion, in this chapter I have shown that pornography
is relevant to the field of women and religion for thé following

reasons: First, feminist criticisms of pornography include
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arguments that lend credence to developing theory about the
nature of women's sacrality. And seceond, this theory, in turn,
offers an alternate explanation for women’s “"religious”
opposition to pornography to substitute for the explanation,
which still reigns, that women's religious opposition is none

other than Christian antisexualism.



CHAPTER FIVE

PARALLELS IN FORM AND CONTENT

The focus of this chapter is on pornography’s relevance for
religious studies because of its likeness to religion in a
structural and functional sense. . This is not the same point as
was made above in Chapter Three, which outlined similarities
between pornography and Christianity. For no one particular
religion is the issue here, but the structural, functional
parallels with religion per se.

Specifically, the parallels with religion that the prolonged
study of pornography has brought to the fore for me are their
shared content (i.e., a similar scope of meaningfulness) and
their shared form (i.e., their expression by means of image and
symbol, or their "iconographical" quality). 1In this chapter I
will explain what I mean by each of these parallels. My purpose
is to show that, due to these parallels, it makes good sense to
think of pornography as functioning like a religion.

First, T will explain what I mean by saying that pornography
and religion have a similar scope of meaningfulness, raising a
few questions with implications for the field 6f women and
religion in the process. After that, I will explore the

iconographical quality of pornography.



{1) A SIMILAR SCOPE OF MEANINGFULNESS

Religion provides individuals with a worldview, a basic
framework of beliefs about the meaning of life and death.
Religion paints "the big picture” and offers individuals a
meaningful place within it, whether great or small, joyful or
burdensome. Religion tells the original explanatory story about
the meaning of existence itself, about the nature of the
universe, and the role of humanity. It provides the over-arching
context, by making sense of the broadest inescapable parameters
of life: our birth, our need for sustenance, our sexual means of
reproduction, our death -- the cycles of being, life’s grand
absurdities, some might say.

When people lose their religious faith, we speak about how
they experience "a crisis of meaning.” Similarly, a person
overwhelmed by a feeling of memsninglessness about life is said to
be experiencing a "religious” or "spiritual” crisis. And when
people cultivate a consciousness that consistently focuses on
"the larger meaning of life,” whether or not it is preached by a
given organized religion, we call them very "spiritual” or
"religious" people. Moreover, people of the same religion have a
shared basis of meaning which aids in their understanding of one
another. This helps a society to cohere; whereas
misunderstanding plagues people of different religious

affiliations, all too often fuelling social fractures and strife.
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All of this is to say that the quest for meaningfulness is a
hallmark of spirituality, and the adoption of a particular
religion is the adoption of a particular system of meanings, a
particular frame of reference for meaningfulness, the frame
within which adherents then elaborate the meanings of their own
individual and collective lives. Add to this the insight
expressed by Paul Tillich, a preeminent 20th-century Christian
theologian {mentioned above in Chapter Three), who writes (in
typically androcentric terms) about the fact that meaningfulness
is something that human beings simply cannot do without. Qur
perception of the opposite, i.e., meaninglessness, produces in us
an unbearable condition of anxiety:

Ontic and spiritual self-affirmation must be

distinguished but they cannot be separated. Man'’s

being includes his relation to meanings. He is human

only by understanding and shaping reality, both his

world and himself, according to meanings and values.

His being is spiritual even in the most primitive

expressions of the most primitive humen being. In the

"first” meaningful sentence all the richness of man's

spiritual life is potentially present. Therefore the

threat to his spiritual being is a2 threat to his whole
being. The most revealing expression of this fact is

the desire to throw away one’s ontic existence rather

than stand the dFspair of emptiness and

meaninglessness.

These concerns are entirely appropriate for a Christian

theologian of the 20th century. Tillich’s fame as a theologian,

in fact, probably rests mainly on his skill at articulating the

I paul Tillich, The Courage To Be, (1952; reprint, Great
Britain: Collins, Fountain Books, 1977}, pp. 57-58.
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crisis felt by a great many Christians in the modern era for whom
the Christian form of religion has become somehow distressingly
empty. He articulates their sense that the forms of Christianity
have been emptied of their meaningfulness.

Now, it comes as & surprise to many people, I think (it
certainly surprised me), to discover that pornography expresses a
profound concern with meaningfulness, a search for meaning, and
an exploration of meaning, in life, sex, and death -- in the same
"big picture,” that is, as the one with which religion concerns
itself. For pornography, while indeed very much about sex, is
not only about sex; and religions are generally also very much
concerned with sex in one manner or another, since sex is, after
all, one of the broad, inescapable parameters of human life.?

Furthermore, pornography, like religion, is also very much about

t All religions have something to say about sex. Generally
speaking, religions that have qualified as "world religions" have
a complex array of perspectives that may even be self-
contradictory, ranging from such ascetic sects as Fakirs and
Essenes within the relatively sex-affirmative traditions of
Hinduism and Judaism, to interpretations within Christianity that
emphasize the incarnation, or the idea of divinity in the body
or, at least, of the body as redeemed, and the importance of
love, s0 &5 to value sex against the weight of Christian
tradition that sees sex as sinful. Nonetheless, religions treat
the subject of sex. They may express their understanding with
explicit erotica and/or sexual rites. Or they may express it
with silences, veils, and metaphors. One wey or another sex,
like death, is addressed by religions. For, like death, sex is a
profoundly powerful force to which every human being is
subjected. We 21l must, perforce, adapt our consciousness and
our will to this force. We cannot simply ignore it. How we
adapt is of course the interesting question, but adapt we must.
Recall Herbert W. Richardson’s comments on this point (above, pp.
45-46). Also see, 0.A. Wall, Eroticism in Religions of the World
{e. 1896; reprint, Delhi, India: Mayur Publications, 1986).
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life and death., about the nature of the universe and the place of
humanity within it, and about the self. Some people may dismiss
pornography as mere fantasy whatever its concerns with these
grand issues, but there are also people who would dismiss
religion as simply magical thinking too. I think that both
pornography and religion, however, have powerful appeal, which
must be respected, and that the basis of their appeal rests,
moreover, precisely in this, in their comparable abilities to
convey a sense of profound meaningfulness, to provide a
meaningful perspective on life’s broadest parameters, to give it
shape, and meaningful contour. Whether one agrees or disagrees
with the meanings that either pornography or a given religion
expresses, they are each extremely meaningful expressions.
Whether or not one likes the picture of life, and éex, and death,
that is painted, a picture is painted, and it is compelling and
fascinating on a broad social scale.

Perhaps some sense of the meaningfulness of pornography has
already been conveyed by the foregoing descriptions of selected
analyses of pornography. Recalling the variety in the range of
these interpretations of pornography, it becomes apparent that
the very variety itself suggests a certain similarity with the
richness of meaning characteristic of religious myths and
symbols. Like religious myths and symbols, pornography is
multivalent, containing even contradictory and paradoxical

meanings. And, as in religious myths and symbols, the meanings
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in pornography vary in nature. Interpreters find in both
phenomenra meanings that are psychological, historical,
sociological and political, as well as specifically religious, in
nature.

A review of interpretations of pornography considered thus
far, plus a brief account of a few not yet examined, should help

to make this point clearer.

{1) {(a)}) A Review of the Range of Meanings in Pornography

Specifically religious types of meanings found in
pornography, and mentioned in previous chapters, include the
satiric denunciation of Christian asceticism (Hefner 1978} which
operates as the self-proclaimed, surface level, or face value of
meaning, as well as several contradictory expressions, such as
the implicit adoption of the Christian view of sex as sinful and
dirty (Young 1964), or the implicit acceptance and celebration of
the whole dualistic Christian metaphysics (Griffin 1981}, or
explicit acceptance of the traditional hierarchical Christian
paradigm in which the man properly dominates the woman as God
transcends and dominates creation (Weaver 19838). Interpreters
read in pornography messages about the soulless nature of women
on the one hand (Griffin 1981), and about the God-like stature of
men on the other {(Finn 1985, 1989). One interpreter sees in
pornography the expression of the self-alienated, tortured souls
of men (Griffin 1981), while another (Christensen 19%0) sees the

salve that reassures the souls of men by telling them that they
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are not evil for having the type of sexual desires that they do.
Yet another (Miles 18989) reminds us of the explicitly religious
context of the forerunners of contemporary secular pornography,
calling attention to representations in medieval Christian
devotional texts that depict the sexual torture of female
Christian martyrs, and to Hans Baldung’s representations of
female sexuality -- whether symbolized by Eve or by witches -- as
a dangerous threat to men’s souls. In the last chapter the
interpretation mentioned that was suggested by several feminist
analysts presents pornography as "the denial of Aphrodite,” or
the denial of how women tend to understand the sacredness of sex.
Especially significant additional interpretations of a religious
type of significance in pornography can be found in the work of
Georges Bataille and Susan Sontag, whose ideas I will examine in
a moment.

Among psychological understandings of pornography mentioned
previously is one which interprets pornography as a rebellion
against centuries of sexual repression in a sex-negative culture.
As noted before, this interpretation explains pornography'’'s
violent excesses as neurotic explosions now able to surface since
repression has begun to fail in its effectiveness (Goodman 1961).
Susen Griffin’s interpretations described in Chapter Three probed
other hidden depths of psychological meaning in pornography. Her
analysis shows that, besides its broad scope in types of meaning,
pornography also has the profundity typical of myth and symbol.

For Griffin identifies several levels of meaning, all of which
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she argues represent the psychological processes of denial and
projection. She interprets pornography as reflecting unconscious
inner conflict about the nature of the self that culminates in a
denial and projection of despised parts of the self. Its meaning
is this very failure to come to terms satisfactorily with the
realities of carnal, mortal existence, with each of the basic
parameters of life, from birth to death. This meaning expresses
itself at the following unconscious levels: (1) the retaliatory
intentions of the infant against the mother’s breast, either for
failing to satisfy the infant'’s hunger pangs or, alternatively,
for imposing itself and threatening to smother the infant; (2}
the adolescent boy’s revengeful urges against the naked female
body when he discovers his vulnerability to humiliating
embarrassment through that part of his own body that he finds he
cannot control, whereas she apparently can; (3} the desire for
revenge against the body-self felt by the mind-self as the latter
continues to grow and grapple with all the pains, frustrations,
and humiliations of embodied existence, including awareness of
the final threat to itself in the death which the body-self
ensures; and (4} the revenge of the cultural self, the ego,
against all the givens of nature that are not amenable to its
control, its illusory reflection of itself to itself as being in
complete control over nature. Griffin sums this all up in her

book’s sub-title: Culture’s Revenge Against Nature.
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Historical interpretations mentioned in previous chapters
include Herbert Richardscon’'s (1971) evolutionary model according
to which Playboy, at least, though not most other forms of modern
pornography, expresses the recent historical achievement of the
integration of sex with love and friendship between men and
women. Reflecting a different perspective on recent history, and
also on pornography as a phenomenon with historical meaning,
Susan Sontag (1966) repeats Paul Goodman’s (1961) analysis and
refers to pornography as, in part, an expression of insecurities
and uncertainties due to troubling recent historical events such
as "drastic dislocations in traditional modes of family and
political order and unsettling change in the roles of the

sexes."3

In the final chapter I will describe my own historical
reading of pornography.

Many feminist analyses of pornography focus on its
sociological and political meanings. Only a few of these have
been mentioned, however, given the religious focus of my
argument. These include Andrea Dworkin’s (1979, 18987) concern
that pornography provides ideclogical support for the ethic of
violence that is necessary to support male dominance in society,
and Eileen Manion’s (1991) objection to the political meaning in
pornography which says that women are stupid sex objects and

therefore need not be taken seriously in the political milieu.

Many more sociological and political interpretations could be

3 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” op. cit., p. 134.
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added. A few should be included, in summary form at least, for
the best appreciation of the full scope of meaningfulness in
pornography. For example, Mariana Valverde offers a sociological
interpretation when she argues that the humiliating meanings that
women receive from pornography derive primarily from the social
context of patriarchy rather than being inherent in the material
itself. As Valverde says, "a great deal of pornography’s impact
on us is due not to the images and words themselves but to the
social contékt of men's actual domination of women,"” and
therefore, "anything we do to empower women and increase their
sense of dignity and autonomy will help to rob porn of its power

to humiliate us."‘

Articulating a different perspective, Susan
Cole (1989)5 and Kathleen Barry (1979),E among others.7 are more
alarmed than Valverde by the inherent meanings they see which are
not merely humiliating, but violent. Like Andrea Dworkin and
Naomi Wolf (1990), Cole and Barry and others are disturbed by the

message conveyed through pornography that violence against women

is erotiec. They argue that pornography virtually teaches the

¢ Mariana Valverde, Sex, Power and Pleasure (Toronto: The
Women'’s Press, 1985), p. 144. See also pp. 125-128.

§ Susan G. Cole, Pornography and the Sex Crisis (Toronto:
Amanita Enterprises, 1989).

5 Kathleen Barry, Female Sexual Slavery (1379; reprint, New
York and London: New York University Press, 1984).

1 See, for example, the anthology Take Back the Night:
Women on Pornography, ed. Laura Lederer (New York: William
Morrow, 1980)}.
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eroticization of male viclence against women. The inevitable
consequence of such teaching, they maintain, undermines the
feminist social and political struggle against women's
oppression. For, whatever the links between pornography and
actual male violence against women (which these authors do not
dismiss as insignificant), pornography cultivates women’s fear of
male violence, thus inhibiting women’s inclinations to protest
against injustices in order to avoid becoming a target for
violent reprisals. Another perspective on the political
interpretation of pornography is provided by Susanne Kappeler
({1986), who makes the argument that "writing is political, =a
political act in the real world" and that pornographic literature
cannot justifiably claim, as it frequently does, to be part of a
separate, aesthetic "non-political sanctuary." Pornography, in
Kappeler’s view, is a supreme exemplar of the "ideological
cornerstone of patriarchal culture,"” namely, the conception of

the "irresponsibility of authorship.“8

Thus, pornographers may
admit that their product is horrific, but disclaim responsibility
for its existence, arguing that they are only providing their
customers with what they want; responsibility for the product’s
existence, and any political consequences of its existence, rests

with the consumer. Yet another political meaning gleaned from

pornography, which socialist feminists tend to emphasize more

! Susanne Kappeler, The Pornography of Representation
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 136.
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than the issue of viclence against women, is the affirmation
found in even the most benign examples of pornography of the
liberal political ethic of individualism (Assiter 1989).9

The foregoing are all feminist analyses of the sociological
and political meanings to be found in pornography. To these
could be added many others. One that should be mentioned is
Michel Foucault's interpretation, since his theory about the
relation between sex and political power is very much in vogue
currently. Michel Foucault sees pornography as the latest

technique of power, or "political strategy regarding

sexuality."w

that extends the "régime of sex" through which,
according to his theory, the subjectivity of individuals is
constructed in modern society. Rather than being a sign of
liberation from sexual repression, Foucault’s theory of the
"régime of sex," and of pornography’s part in that régime, is one

which posits that the "deployment of sexuality” is nothing other

than the management and control of individuals and populations

11

through sex. Significantly, Foucault also offers an

3 Alison Assiter, Pornography, Feminism and the Individual
(London, and Winchester, Mass.: Pluto Press, 1889}.

0 Michel Foucault, Politics Philosophy Culture:
Interviews and Other Writings 1977-1984, ed. Lawrence D.
Kritzman, trans. Alan Sheridan and others (New York and London:
Routledge, 1988), p. 9.

t See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1,
An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books,
1980), p. 107: "The deployment of sexuality has its reason for
being; not in reproducing itself, but in proliferating,
innovating, annexing, creating, and penetrating bodies in an
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interpretation of sadomasochistic sex, and its representation in
pornography, in sociological and political terms. The meaning
Foucault finds in sadomasochism, especially homosexual
sadomasochism, is two-fold: it constitutes an elaborate game by
which the boredom of sex can be alleviated,lz and it re-

introduces the power differential that homosexual men believe is

increasingly detailed way, and in controlling population in an
inereasingly comprehensive way." Foucault refers explicitly to
pornography in his analysis when he discusses the growth of
"perversions" in sexual discourse. He writes (p. 48): "The
growth of perversions is not a moralizing theme that obssessed
[sic] the scrupulous minds of the Victorians. It is the real
product of the encroachment of & type of power on bodies and
their pleasures.... The implantation of perversions is an
instrument-effect: it is through the isolation, intensification,
and consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the relations of
power to sex and pleasure branched out and multiplied, measured
the body, and penetrated modes of conduct.... A proliferation of
sexualities through the extension of power; an optimization of
the power to which each of these local sexualities gave a surface
of intervention: this concatenation, particularly since the
nineteenth century, has been ensured and relayed by the countless
economic interests which, with the help of medicine, psychiatry,
prostitution, and pornography, have tapped into both this
analytical multiplication of pleasure and this optimization of
the power that controls it. Pleasure and power do not cancel or
turn back against one another; they seek out, overlap, and
reinforce one another.”

2 1n Michel Foucault, Politics Philosophy Culture, p. 298,
Foucault says: "It is because the sexual act has become so easy
and available to homosexuals that it runs the risk of quickly
becoming boring, so that every effort has to be made to innovate
and create variations that will enhance the pleasure of the act.”
The S & M game of the master and the servant provides a "mixture
of rules and openness [that] has the effect of intensifying
sexual relations by introducing a perpetual novelty, a perpetual
tension and a perpetual uncertainty which the simple consummation
¢f the act lacks."” (p. 2%9)



necessary in order for the passive partner to avoid being

demeaned by his role.13

Also within the realm of sociological and political meanings
in pornography is another whole area that deserves careful
analysis: racist meanings. For example, in "Coming Apart."“
Alice Walker, a black feminist writer and social critic, builds
on the work of Audre Lorde,Is Luisah Teish!® and Tracey A.

Gardner,17

to show how racist meanings in pornography perpetuate
racist political strategy. Walker tells a story that illuminates

how meanings in pornography which are simultaneously racist and

I3 Michel Foucault, Politics Philosophy Culture, p. 300:
"Even the Greeks had a problem with being the passive partner in
2 love relationship.... when two Greek men of the same social
class made love it was a real problem because neither felt he
should humble himself before the other. Today homosexuals still
have this problem. Most homosexuals feel that the passive role
is in some way demeaning. S & M has actually helped alleviate
this problem somewhat.”

W Alice Walker, "Coming Apart," in Take Back the Night:
Women on Pornography, ed. Laura Lederer {New York: William
Morrow, 1980}, pp. 95-104. Alice Walker is also the author of
the novel that was made into a successful film, The Color Purple.

13 Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,”
in Take Back the Night, op. cit., pp. 295-300; also reproduced in
Weaving the Visions: New Patterns in Women’s Spirituality, ed.
Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ (HarperSanFrancisco, 1989),
pp. 208-213.

8 puisah Teish, "A Quiet Subversion,” in Teke Back the
Night’ Op. Cit., ppo 115—1180

1 Tracey A. Gardner, "Racism in Pornography and the
Women’s Movement," in Take Back the Night, op. cit., pp. 105-114.
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¥ gerve to separate black men from black women and thus

sexist
to undermine the unity needed among blacks for their own well-
being as well as for concerted resistance to white domination.
Not surprisingly, racist meanings in pornography, though often

19

blatant,” can be very subtle. For example, when pornography is

accepted and valued, the absence of a particular race of women

18 For example, Walker writes that "where white women are
depicted in pornography as ‘objects,’ Black women are depicted as
animals. Where white women are at least depicted as human bodies
if not beings, Black women are depicted as shit.” Alice Walker,
"Coming Apart,” op. cit., p. 103.

1 Andrea Dworkin mentions one such blatant example, the
video game called "Custer’s Revenge,"” in her discussion about
"the role of pornography in creating sexual abuse" (Dworkin’s
emphasis). See "Letter from a War Zone," in Feminist Frameworks:
Alternative Theoretical Accounts of the Relations between Women
and Men, Third Edition, ed. Alison M. Jaggar and Paula S.
Rothenberg (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993), pp. 477-478, where
Dworkin writes: "Racist violation is actively promoted in
pornography; and the abuse has pornography’s distinctive dynamic
-- an annihilating sadism, the brutality and contempt taken
wholesale from the pornography itself. The pornographic video
game "Custer's Revenge" generated many gang rapes of Native
American women. In the game, men try to capture a "squaw," tie
her to a tree, and rape her. 1In the sexually explicit game, the
penis goes in and out, in and out. One victim of the ‘game’
said: ‘When I was first asked to testify I resisted some because
the memories are so painful and so recent. I am here because of
my four-year-old daughter and other Indian children.... I was
attacked by two white men and from the beginning they let me know
they hated my people.... And they let me know that the rape of =
‘squaw’ by white men was practically honored by white society.

In fact, it had been made into a video game called Custer’s Last
Stand’ [sicl. They held me down and as one was running the tip
of his knife across my face and throat he said, ‘Do you want to
play Custer’s Last Stand? It'’s great, you lose but you don’t
care, do you? You like a little pain, don’t you, squaw?’ They
both laughed and then he said, ‘There is a lot of cock in
Custer’s Last Stand. You should be grateful, squaw, that All-
American boys like us want you. Maybe we will tie you to a tree
and start a fire around you.’"
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from pornographic representations can itself signify a racist
meaning. This point was made in the statement "Racism in

13

Pornography,"” presented to the conference titled "Challenging Our
Images: The Politics of Pornography and Prostitution” (held in
Toronto in 1985), which makes the observation that,

Penthouse and Playboy do not include Native women. In

them you find mostly Black women and Asian women.

Native women are more often found in hard-core porn

books.... It may be that Native women and Native

culture have been so oppressed that the very notion of
puttﬁng them in these magazines would turn white men

off.
This statement also calls attention to the historical uses of
pornography for racist political goals.Zl

In sum, this multitude (yet still not exhaustive set) of
interpretations of pornography helps to demonstrate that the

scope of meaningfulness in pornography ranges widely, dealing

2 Lesbians of Colour, "Racism in Pornography,” reproduced
in Good Girls, Bad Girls: Sex Trade Workers and Feminists Face

to Face, ed. Laurie Bell (Toronto: The Women’s Press, 1987), p.
60.

2l on the topic of the connections between racism and
pornography, see also: Ronald J. Berger et al., Feminism and
Pornography, op. cit., pp. 66-69; Susanne Kappeler, The
Pornography of Representation, cop. cit.; and Against
Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth
Linden, Darlene R. Pageno, Diana E.H. Russell, and Susan Leigh
Star (San Francisco: Frog In The Well, 1982), especially the
following articles: Audre Lorde and Susan Leigh Star, "Interview
With Audre Lorde" (pp. 66-71}, Karen Sims and Rose Mason with
Darlene Pagano, "Racism and Sadomasochism: A Conversation with
Two Black Lesbians" (pp. 99-105), and Alice Walker, "A Letter of

the Times, or Should This Sado-Masochism Be Saved?” (pp. 205-
209).
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with subjects more varied than simply sex. Taken collectively, a
comprehensive worldview begins to emerge from the multiple
meanings that people receive from pornography. Its
meaningfulness is sufficiently encompassing to address conscious
and unconscious concerns felt by most segments of society,
regardless of whether the meanings themselves are agreeable to

everyone.

(1) (b) An Interpretation of Sacred Meaning in Sexual Violence

Before leaving the question of the shared scope of
meaningfulness that is found in both pornography and religious
myths and symbols, I want to pay particular attention to another
dimension in the scope of pornography’s meaningfulness, i.e., the
profundity of meaning in a religious sense that some
pornographers perceive in sex itself. For, to communicate this
meaning they use the theme of violence. And their own account of
this religious meaning, as it is described by one pornographic
writer, Georges Bataille, and sympathetically analyzed by Susan
Sontag, offers an alternate interpretation of violence in

a2

pornography to those already mentioned. As I will show next,

u Interpretations of violence in pornography that have
been mentioned thus far include: (1) violence in pornography
expresses the morasl condemnation of prostitutes; {2) violence in
pornography is a neurotic excess deriving from sexual repression,
and is probably a temporary feature; (3) violence in pornography
reflects the psychological process whereby the despised carnal
aspect of the self is denied and projected so 23 to become =a
target against which to vent rage that would otherwise be
directed internally; (4) violence in pornography is hate-
propaganda directed against women and ideological training for
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their interpretation is especially germane for the topic of
pornography's relevance to questions of gender within the
discipline of religious studies, which this thesis addresses.

In her article "The Pornographic Imagination,” which was
first published in 1966 and subsequently became very influential,
literary critic Susan Sontag defends pornography as a genuine and
"interesting"” genre of literature. She describes it as a serious
form of art with significance of a type analogous to religious
art. It is perfectly legitimate and appropriate, she argues, for
literature to treat as a subject for narrative,

... the extreme states of human feeling and

consciousness, those so peremptory that they exclude

the mundane flux of feelings and are only contingently

linked with ﬁoncrete persons -- which is the case with

pornography.
In fact, the most extensive possible exploration of consciousness
in every possible direction is, in Sontag’'s view, the duty that
modern society expects of its artists. She thinks this duty of
the artist to explore the "frontiers of consciousness,” thereby
risking "spiritual dangers,"” is essentially a sacred duty, and

"the nearest thing to a sacramental human activity acknowledged

men in male dominance; (5) violence in pornography is fantasized
retaliation against women for their original anti-niale sexism;
(6) violence in pornography represents the sadomasochistic "game”
played to counter the boredom of sex, or to re-introduce a power
imbalance in the case of homosexual sex.

u

Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” op. cit., pp.
138-139.
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“% In her view, the pornographic artist

by a secular society.
should be recognized for fulfilling this duty. Pornography
"fascinates and enthralls,” as does all good art according to
Sontag’s criteria, by incarnating “the most extreme forms of
consciousness that transcend social personality or psychological

" 25

individuality. Specifically, pornography incarnates the

"originality, thoroughness, authenticity, and power" of the

ni Moreover,

"erotically obsessed ... 'deranged consciousness’.
in performing so successfully this sacred duty to enthral, to
carry the reader beyond "the mundane flux of feelings"™ to extreme
states of consciousness, Sontag maintains that the genre of
pornographic literature reveals itself to have strong affinities
with the genre of religious literature in former times.

In some respects, the use of sexual obsessions as a

subject for literature resembles that of 2 subject

whose validity far fewer people would contest:
religious obsessions. So compared, the familiar fact

u Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 141: "If
within the last century art conceived as an autonomous activity:
has come to be invested with an unprecedented stature -- the
nearest thing to a sacramental human activity acknowledged by a
secular society —-- it is because one of the things art has
elected to do is to make forays into and take up positions on the
frontiers of consciousness (often very dangerous to the artist as
a person) and to report back what’s there. Being a free-lance
explorer of spiritual dangers, the artist is given a certain
license to behave differently from other people.... his [sic]
main job is to invent trophies of his experiences -- objects and
gestures that fascinate and enthrall, not merely (as older
notions of the artist would have it) edify or entertain.”

2 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 141.

2 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 143.
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of pornography’s definite, aggressive impact upon its
readers looks somewhat different. Its celebrated
intention of sexually stimulating readers is really a
species of proselytizing. Pornography that is serious
literature aims to ‘excite’ in the same way that books
which render an eﬁtreme form of religious experience

aim to ‘convert.’

Sontag uses the tradition of French pornographic writers,
beginning, as always, with the Marquis de Sade, and including
more recent authors like Georges Bataille and the pseudonymous
author of the novel Histoire d’0, Pauline Réage, to elaborate her
case, arguing for further manifestations of a type of kinship
between the pornographic imagination and the religious
imagination. Speaking of the female protagonist in the novel
Histoire d’0, a woman whose name is simply "O", Sontag explains
that O’s purpose is to lose her self, her quest is to become an
object, a thing, and that this is virtually a religious quest, as
the writing, replete with religious metaphor, is intended to
suggest for the reader’s conscious appreciation:

Religious metaphors abound in a good deal of modern

erotic literature (in Genet, among others) and in some

works of pornographic literature, too. Story of O,

particularly, is filled with religious metaphors for

the ordeal that O undergoes. O "wanted to believe.”
Her drastic condition of total personel servitude to

u Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 144.
Recalling Margaret Miles' observation about Hans Baldung’s new
vigual interpretation of "the Fall"” (see above, Chapter Three), I
am tempted to adapt Sontag’s last sentence to read something
like, "Pornography that is a serious example of the religious
visual arts aims to ‘excite’ in addition to the way that
paintings, drawings, stained-glass windows, and the like, which
render an extreme form of religious experience aim to ‘convert’.”
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those who use her sexually is repeatedly described as a
mode of salvation.... The whipping, branding, and
mutilating are described (from the point of view of her
consciousness) as ritual ordeals which test the faith
of someone being initiated into an ascetic spiritual
discipline. The "perfect submissiveness"” that her
original lover, and then Sir Stephen, demand of her
seems to echo the extinction of the self ﬁxplicitly
required of a Jesuit novice or Zen pupil.

More than metaphor attracts Sontag’s analytical eye for religious
significance in the novel about 0. She is also intrigued by the
depth of meaning in this pornographic novel’s exploration of the

"spiritual paradox"” that is the goal of 0’s religious quest:

0’s quest is neatly summed up in the expressive letter
which serves her for 2 name. ‘0’ suggests a cartoon of
her sex, not her individual sex but simply woman; it
also stands for the void, a vacuity, 2 nothing. But
what Story of O unfolds is a spiritual paradox, that of
the full void and of the vacuity that is alsc a plenum.
The power of the book lies exactly in the anguish
stirred up by the continuing presence of this paradox.
"Pauline Réage" raises, in & far more organic and
sophisticated manner than Sade does with his clumsy
expositions and discoursesg, ﬁhe question of the status
of human personality itself.

What is this spiritual paradox, this "full void" and "vacuity
that is also a2 plenum"” and that has to do with "the status of
human personality itself"? 1In the tradition of writers about
whom Sontag is wupeaking, the heart of the religious meaning that

the pornographic artist discovers, and expresses, is this very

2 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 164.
Emphasis in the original.

Y Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” pp. 152-153.
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idea that sexual fulfilment paradoxically entails personal
obliteration, the loss of one’s "self"”, of personality. A "full
void” is a "sexually fulfilled” "thing". The "vacuity that is
also a plenum” is the spiritually satisfying experience (i.e.,
the "plenum”)} of personal transcendence (i.e., "vacuity”) that is
to be found by human beings in this state of "thingnesas" achieved
through sexual fulfilment.

Story of 0, with its project for completely

transcending the idea of personality, rests on this

dark and complex vision of sexuality ... ‘O' progresses

simultaneously toward her own extinction as a human

being and her fulfilment as a sexual being.... What

pornographic literature does is precisely to drive a

wedge between one’s existence as amfull human being and

one’s existence as & sexual being.

At this point in her analysis Sontag incurs the disdain of
some feminist critics of pornography,n for she does not
challenge the truth of this spiritual paradox at the centre of

human sexual experience, this "dark and complex vision of

sexuality.” She apparently concurs with this view of sex, and

% Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 155.

i See, for example, Susan Griffin, Pornography and
Silence, p. 226 ff., also reproduced in "Sadomasochism and the
Erosion of Self: A Critical Reading of Story of 0," in Against
Sadomasochism: A Radical FPeminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth
Linden et al., op. cit., pp. 184-201. See also Susanne Kappeler,
The Pornography of Representation, pp. 86, 89, 91-2, 121, 137.
Whereas Sontag’s analysis focuses on the French tradition of
pornographic literature, Kappeler’s attention in this book
centres more on the Anglo-American tradition.
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therefore with the appropriateness of pornography’s
representation of its truth.

Normally we don’t experience, at least den’t want to

experience, our sexual fulfilment as distinct from or

opposed to our personal fulfilment. But perhaps in

part they are distinct, whether we like it or not.

Insofar as strong sexual feeling does involve an

obsessive degree of attention, it surely does contain

experiences in which one can feel one is losing one’s

"self." The literature that goes from Sade through

Surrealism to these more recent books precisely

capitalizes on that mystery, isolates that and makes

thenreader aware of it, invites him to participate in

it.

In fact, Sontag's analysis delves into meanings deeper and
darker still, beyond religious metaphor, and beyond the spiritual
paradox of the "vacuity that is also a plenum." For she also
writes about how pornography "fascinates and enthralls" through
the understanding it presents of "sexuality as something beyond
good and evil, beyond love, beyond sanity, sexuality as a
resource for ordeal and for breaking through limits of

consciousness."33

Here, once again, Sontag upsets later

feminist critics for accepting the pornographers’ understanding
that violence is an inherent part of human sexuality and
therefore forms an appropriate part of pornography, with a
literal meaning, not only as a metaphor for the sense -- tranquil

by comparison --of the loss of the self. 1Indeed, Sontag

explicitly rejects "the assumption that human sexual appetite is,

1 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 155.

Xk

L

Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination," p. 1355.
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if untampered with, a natural pleasant function."?! She agrees
with the French tradition of pornographers whose "assumption
seems to be that ‘the obscene’ is a primal notion of human

consciocusness, something much more profound than the backwash of

nik

a sick society’s aversion to the body. For, as she writes,

Human sexuality is, quite apart from Christian
repressions, etc., a highly questionable phencomenon,
and belongs, at least potentially, among the extreme
rather than the ordinary experiences of humanity.
Tamed as it may be, sexuality remains one of the
demonic forces in human consciousness -- pushing us at
intervals close to taboo and dangerous desires, which
range from the impulse to commit sudden arbitrary
violence upon another person to the voluptuous yearning
for the.extinction of one’s consciousness, for death
itself.n

Sontag >ites the writing of Georges Bataille especially for

illuminating this even "darker sense of the erotic, its perils of

wil

fascination and humiliation, and its connection with death.

Bataille understood more clearly than anyone else that
what pornography is really about, ultimately, isn’t
sex, but death.... It's toward the gratifications of
death, succeeding and surpassingnthose of eros, that
every truly obscene quest tends.

i Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 153.

3% Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” pp. 153-154.

3 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 154.

n Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” p. 156.

3 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination," pp. 156-157.
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For his recognition and provocative articulation of the
connections between sex and death in primal human consciousness,
Sontag admires Bataille’s work.? She writes that Bataille’s
mind is "in an acute, unrelenting state of agony; but as an
equally extraordinary mind in an earlier age might have written a
theology of agony, Bataille has written an erotics of a.gcmy."“0
In his book, Death and Sensuality,“ Georges Bataille
himself writes about the virtually synonymous meaning of
religious sacrifice and erotic activity. 1In each case, he says,
it is through death that the continuity of existence, for which
we all yearn, is revealed. In religious sacrifice, the death of
the victim is literal, physical and immediate; yet existence
itself is revealed to continue. In erotic activity the death
experienced is a presentiment of this literal, physical death to
come (and is brought to conscicusness by the reproductive aspect

of sexual behaviour),u but, more importantly, the death

¥ Cf. Andrea Dworkin’s far more critical treatment of
Bataille in Pornography: Men Possessing Women and Intercourse.

0 Sontag, "The Pornographic Imaginaticn,”" p. 157.

i Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality: A Study of
Eroticism and the Taboc (1962; reprint, New York: Arno Press,
1977).

iz Bataille, Death and Sensuality, pp. 100-101: "We must
never forget that the multiplication of beings goes hand in hand
with death. The parents survive the birth of their offspring but
the reprieve is only temporary. A stay is granted, partly for
the benefit of the newcomers who need assistance, but the
appearance of the newcomers guarantees the disappearance of their
predecessors. Death follows reproduction with sexual beings too
[i.e., as it does with asexual beings that reproduce through
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experienced in erotic activity is a death of the self, of the
human part of a person, the personality, that which makes a
person a distinctive, separate human being, or, in Bataille's
terms, a "discontinuous” being. "Sexual activity,"” asserts
Bataille, "is a critical moment in the isolation of the
individual.... it weakens and calls into question the feeling of
self."43 The violence that submerges the self also submerges
the discontinuous being, thereby giving a glimpse of continuity.

... continuity of existence is independent of death and

is even proved by death. This 1 think is the way to

interpret religious sacrifices, with which I suggest

that erotic activity can be compared. Erotic activity,

by dissolving the separate beings that participate in

it, reveals their fundﬁmental continuity, like the

waves of a stormy sea.

Thus, in the same vein as Sontag interprets 0’s religious
quest to be the loss of her self, her self-sacrifice through the
fulfilment of her sexual being, Bataille interprets the purpose
and sacred meaning in all eroticism to be the destruction or
dissolution of the participants. He says, "The whole business of
eroticism is to destroy the self-contained character of the

ll‘s

participators as they are in their normal lives. Through the

scissiparous division], at a distance even if not immediately.”

¥ pBataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 100.

H Bataille, Death and Sensuality, pp. 21-22. Emphasis in
the originsal.

¥ Bateille, Death and Sensuality, p. 17.
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loss of their discrete, "discontinuous”™ beings, through this
"violence” to the self, each participant acquires a sense of
"continuity", however temporary. This is the reason why "all
eroticism has a sacramental c:ha.::‘én.ct.e:::'."‘s for it provides a
religious experience. And this is why, for Bataille, true piety
uses violence as a "means to probe the secrets of existence,""
for violence in sex, in the form of the loss of the self, is
experienced as part of its sanctity, as an element of its
religious mea.n:].ng.‘s

It should be pointed out that the "continuity" momentarily
sensed through the death of the self in eroticism, as it is
understood by Bataille, is not the same thing as a union between
the sexual partners, between self and other, even though he

refers to their sexual encounter as a "fusion" and 2 "mingling".

It is certainly not a2 continuity with the other that would

6 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, pp. 15-16.

i Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 91. In Bataille’s
view Christianity has mistakenly eschewed the pious use of
vieclence.

% 1n this same book, Bataille explains an additional
perspective on the meaning of violence in sex. He sees in it the
element of transgression that is inherent in sex as sex is
determined by the demands of civilization, i.e., as something
which must be contained and repressed to permit the work
necessary for civilization, as Freud theorized. Since sex is
what must be repressed to make civilization possible, sex is
always experienced by human beings as a form of transgression.
Betaille writes, "In the human sphere sexual activity has broken
away from animal simplicity. It is in essence a transgression,
not, after the taboo, a return to primitive freedom.
Transgression belongs te humanity given shape by the business of
work." Death and Sensuality, p. 108; see also pp. 49-53.
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preclude any possibility of vioclence against the other. For it
is not a continuity with the other at all; it is a continuity of

the self.

At the moment of conjunction the animal couple is not

made up of two discontinuous beings drawing close

together uniting in a current of momentary continuity:

there is no real union; two individuals in the grip of

violence brought together by the preordained reflexes

of sexual intercourse share in a state of crisis in

which both are beside themselves. 49Both creatures are

simultaneously open tc continuity.
Even while they share the state of crisis in the sense that each
is in the grip of violence, both creatures remain radically
separate from each other: "Each being contributes to the self-
negation of the other, yet the negation is not by any means =2
recognition of the other as a partner."50 And when the crisis
is over, their separate identities are restored, "the

discontinuity of each is intact."51

Therefore, in Bataille’s
understanding of the sacred state of continuity experienced
through eroticism, there is no connection between self and other
that might serve to inhibit violence against the other. On the

contrary, violence is at the centre of their sexual relation.

Indeed, it is Bataille’s conviction that,

i Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 103.

5 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 102.

i Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 103.
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When the Marquis de Sade in his novels defines murder

as the pinnacle of erotic excitement, that only implies

that the destructive element pushed to its leogical

conclusion does not necess%rily take us out of the

field of eroticism proper.

Significantly, Bataille sees a gender-specific pattern in
the sacramental violence of eroticism, in the manner by which
each being contributes to the self-negation of the other. Wwhile
he attributes the experience of a loss of the self to both men

and women, Bataille sees woman as the quintessential sacrificial

victim and man as the quintessential sacrificer.

52 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 18. Even murder does
not take us beyond eroticism proper because "Eroticism always
entails a breaking down of established patterns ... of the
regulated sociel order basic to our discontinuocus mode of
existence as defined and separate individuals.... Continuity is
what we are after.... What we desire is to bring into a world
founded on discontinuity all the continuity such a world can
sustain.... such irrevocable acts [as murder] only indicate the
extremes of practices in the first stages in which everyone must
to some extent indulge.... Physical eroticism has in any case 2
heavy, sinister quality."” (pp. 18-19) [Another dimension of the
"sinister” and "horrifying paradox" of physical eroticism is the
fact that "pleasure is more deeply felt during mortal anguish.”
(p. 105)] Even "emotional eroticism," or love, for Bataille does
not really involve "a total blending of two beings, a continuity
between two discontinuous creatures," which he calls "a quest for
the impossible.” {(p. 20) Nor, for the most part, does love mean
a tranquil respite from the violence that is integral to all
eroticism, as Bataille understands it. In fact, "For the man in
love ... the fervour of love may be felt more violently than
physical desire is." (p. 18) "The likelihood of suffering is all
the greater since suffering alone reveals the total significance
of the beloved object. Possession of the beloved object does not
imply death, but the idea of death is linked with the urge to
possess. If the lover cannot possess the beloved he will
sometimes think of killing her; often he would rather kill her
than lose her. Or else he may wish to die himself.” (p. 20)
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In the process of dissolution, the male partner has
generally an active role, while the female partner is
passive. The passive, female side is essenﬁially the
one that is dissolved as a separate entity.

For Bataille the woman is dissolved as a separate entity through
the actions of being stripped naked ("Stripping naked is seen in
civilizations where the act has full significance if not as a

simulacrum of the act of killing, at least as an equivalent shorn

u54)'

of gravity and through having her resistance, her modesty,

her very identity, overcome. In erotic activity the woman,
therefore, more than the man, is most obviously comparable to the
sacrificial victim due to the manner by which she acquires the
state of "limitless, infinite nature,” the state which makes a

sacrificial vietim sacred.

The act of violence that deprives the creature of its
limited particularity and bestows on it the limitless,
infinite nature of sacred things is with its profound
logic an intentional one. It is intentional like the
act of the man who lays bare, desires and wants to
penetrate his victim. The lover strips the beloved of
her identity no less than the blood-stained priest his
human or animal victim. The woman in the hands of her
assailant is despoiled of her being. With her modesty
she loses the firm barrier that once separated her from
others and mazde her impenetrable. She is brusquely
laid open to the violence of the sexual urges set loose
in the organs of reproduction; she is laid open to the
imperson%l violence that overwhelms her from

without.

i Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 17.

5 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 18.

% Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 90.
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Yet the man, too, experiences the sacramental quality of sex in
which his discontinuous being, his identity, is dissolved in
violence. The difference is that in his case he is overwhelmed
by an "impersonal violence” that more typically comes "from
within" rather than "from without." Nonetheless, in sacrificing
the woman, the man prepares for his own self-sacrifice.

But for the male partner the dissolution of the passive

partner means one thing only: it is paving the way for

a fusion where both are mingled“ attaining at length

the same degree of dissolution.
In the end, in Bataille’s view, both men and women are equally
overcome by the "animal"” component of erotic activity that

overwhelms the self from within.“

The personal identities of
each are dissolved by the viclence that overtakes the will in a
"blind convulsion” of organs. Bataille is reminded again of the
similarity with religious sacrifice.

Sacrifice replaces the ordered life of the animal with

a blind convulsion of its organs. So alsc with the

erotic convulsion; it gives free rein to extravagant
organs whose blind activity goes on beyond the

% Bataille, Death and Sensuslity, p. 17.

i Bataille writes (p. 105): "An animal impulse in us is
the cause of the crisis.... In fact the individual splits up and
his unity is shattered from the first instant of the sexual
crigsis. Just then the plethoric life of the body comes up
against the mind's resistance. Even an apparent harmony is not
enough; beyond consent the convulsions of the flesh demand
gsilence and the spirit’s absence. The physical urge is curiously
foreign to human life.... The being yielding to that urge is
human no longer but, like the beasts, a prey of blind forces in
action, wallowing in blindness and oblivion."



- 245 -

considered will of the lovers. Their considered will
is followed by the animal activity of these swollen
organs. They are animated by a violence ocutside the
control of reason, swollen to bursting point and
suddenly the heart rejoices to yield to the breaking of
the storm. The urges of the fleah pass all bounds in

the absence of controlling will.

Although he understands the dissolution of the self by
animal impulses -- the impersonal violence from within -- to be a
generically human experience, Bataille again uses the example of
a woman, not a man, to illustrate the idea, just as he used a
woman to illustrate the idea of being overwhelmed from without.
He imagines a sexually innocent person witnessing unseen "the
passionate lovemaking of some woman who had struck him as
particularly distinguished,"” and concludes,

He would think she was sick, just as mad dogs are sick.

Just as if some mad bitch had usurped the personality

of the dignified hostess of a little while back.

Sickness is not putting it strongly enough, though; for

the time being the personality is dead. For the time

being its death gives the bitch full scope, and she

takes advantage of the silence, of the absence of the

dead woman. The bitch wallows -- wallows noisily -- in

that silence and that absence. The return of the

personality would freeze her and put an end t& the

sensual delight she has abandoned herself to.

Bataille’s point is that sexual activity for both men and women

"has its inhumen side.... alien to the normal run of human

38 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 92.

% Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 106.
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-

behaviour."®’ But he evidently thinks that the contrast is most
effectively conveyed by using a female to illustrate it.

Clearly Bataille’s understanding of how women experience the
heterosexual relationship as sacred differs dramatically from
women's accounts described in the last chapter. For them, it is
worth recalling, sex was felt to be sacred because it is an
encounter between two people in which both zre most fully present
to themselves and each other as whole persons, with body and
gspirit harmoniously integrated. The sexual encounter was seen as
one of profound connection and relatedness, but without any hint
that this connection involves a sense of personal violation ol
the self, such as Bataille describes, whether that violation be
in the form of being overwhelmed from without (a rape scenario
which was explicitly rejected}, or being overwhelmed from within
by "animal" urges experienced as "inhuman". In fact, the women
authors discussed in Chapter Four would probably refer toc these
animal urges as "also human"” rather than "inhumen". In any case,
whereas they describe the sacredness of sex in terms of feelings
of pleasurable conaections between self and other in which
violence is anathema, Bataille imagines the sacredness of sex in
terms of the destruction of the self and the other, and of the
revelation, through a2l1l this violence and death, of continuity.

I think it is interesting to reflect on Bataille’s

understanding of sacred meaning in the violence of sex, and in

60 Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 106.
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the imaginative artistic exploration of this idea in pornography,
in light of the theoretical possibilities raised by Chapter Four
about gender differences in sacrality. Is this view espoused by
Bataille, his predecessor, the Marquis de Sade, and many other
male writers of pornography,51 this view which celebrates the
pious virtues of violence, possibly a quintessentially male
perspective? Are these interpretations of sacred meaning
revelational of a male form of sacrality? Are they instances
showing how, for men, sex is also experienced as sacred, not tor
offering feelings of connection, of sacred immanence, such as
women experience, but for providing feelings of transgression,
and violation, of radical separation from self and other, and
ultimately the feeling of self-transcendence?

However, if the answer to these questions is "yes", then why

do some men write about the sacred quality of sexual experiences

bt See, for example, Susanne Kappeler’s critical analysis
of D.M. Thomas' novel The White Hotel (Harmondsworth, King
Penguin, 1981) in her book, The Pornography of Representation,
pp. 84-100. A summary conclusion of her analysis is relevant.
She writes: "We have seen the writer, D.M. Thomas ... produce
and reproduce the pornographic structure in which the male
subject imposes a scenario of violence upon the female subject
which eliminates the latter and reduces her to object status.
The represented scenario featuring Freud, Freud’s son, and Nazis
in the role of subject, Lisa Erdman in the role of object, is
carried over into the structure of representation. Writer and
reader bond in the exercise of usurping female subjectivity and
experience, moving into the whole available space of writing and
of reading which thus become activities predicated upon the male
gender, yielding the pleasure of the feeling of life at the cost
of the death of female subjectivity.” {(pp. 103-104)
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in terms similar to the above accounts by women?52 And why does
Sontag, a woman, write with such sympathetic understanding about
Bataille’s interpretation of sacred meaning in sexual

violence?¥ And, indeed, why is there a significant group of
women, both lesbian and heterosexual, who defend sadomasochistic

practices and representations, women who would laugh at the

62 E.g., Russell Vannoy sees a connection between self and
other as part of the experience of self-transcendence, which
Georges Bataille does not see. In Sex Without Love: A
Philosophical Exploration {Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1980),
Vannoy writes (p. 121): "... a phrase like vulgar hedonism or
even pleasure hardly does justice to the ecstatic state of bliss
one enjoys in a really good sex act. One feels transported out
of one’s finite ego into a state of oneness with the partner and
the universe, a state that borders on the experiences mystics say
they feel. To refer to this experience as vulgar pleasure or a
mere sensation in the groin is surely unjustified.”

8 Actually, despite the criticisms levelled against her by
some feminists for adopting a "male attitude,” it is not the case
that Sontag accepts, or agrees with, all the meanings expressed
by pornography. 1In fact, she states her own dissatisfaction with
the type of self-transcendence that pornography offers. True,
she defends the genre; and she seems to agree that there ig a
kind of loss of the "self" experienced in sex by both men and
women, as well as a potential for vioclence, which is quite
appropriate for pornographic artists to explore. Yet there is
some ambiguity in her position on these points, for she also
writes about the "pathos" of pornography insofar as it provides
only self-destructive ways to understand self-transcendence. She
laments the lack of "authentic" alternatives for meeting the need
for self-transcendence in "modern capitalistic society":

"The need of human beings to transcend ‘the personal’ is no less
profound than the need to be a person, an individual. But this
society serves that need poorly. It provides mainly demonic
vocabularies in which to situate that need and from which to
initiate action and construct rites of behavior. One is offered
& choice among vocabularies of thought and action which are not
merely self-transcending but self-destructive." (My emphasis.)
Sontag, "The Pornographic Imagination,” pp. 166-167.
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"sacred ideal” of sex as described by the women authors in
Chapter Four, dismissing it as "vanilla sex” (i.e., boring)?64
Evidently, whatever the gender differences in sacrality that
pornography might help to reveal, the picture is bound to be a
complex one. Perhaps we will find that personal psycho-sexual
history is a more significant factor than gender identity per se
in influencing how men and women interpret the meanings in
pornography and whether, for example, they appreciate a sacred
meaning in pornography’s portrayal of sexual violence. Perhaps
people who have experienced sexual violence, and we know these
are many, derive from violent pornography effective means to meet
their own most profound needs for making life’s experiences
meaningful. I think these are possibilities worth considering

and exploring.

(1) (¢) Humility in Pornography and in Religion

Finally, before turning to a consideration of the

iconographical quality of pornography, there is one further point

B See, for example, the lesbian pornographic magazine, On
Our Backs, which usually features sadomasochism (and tends to be
more frequently censored at the Canadian border than magazines
with heterosexual sadomesochism, according to its Canadian
readership). Alsc see several works in defense of
sadomasochistic pornography by Pat Califia [including her
fictional work, Macho Sluts] and by Gayle Rubin. References to
these works, and various rebuttals to them, can be found in Robin
Ruth Linden et al. (eds.), Against Sadomasochism: A Radical
Feminist Analysis (San Francisco: Frog In The Well, 1982), and
in Susan G. Cole, Pornography and the Sex Crisis (Toronto:
Amanite Enterprises, 1989).
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on the question of its meaningfulness that invites comparison
with religlion. Not only is extreme sexual violence as depicted
in pornography (such as rape, mutilation, and murder), comparable
in meaning to religious sacrifice for some pecople, but the case
might be made that so too does its milder form of violence, i.e.,
humiliation, have affinities with religious meaning.

For the idea of humility, if not humiliation, is a key
concept in many religions. The Muslim is literally the "one who
submits,"” one who is humble. In Hindu iconography, the god Shiva
dances on and subdues the "ego". An important component of the
Athenians’ sacred procession to Eleusis, the site of the most
sacred mysteries of ancient Greece, was a rite of public
ridicule, the public humiliation of even the highest-ranking
individuals in the polis. And the so-called "trickster"
character so prominent in Amerindian mythologies ruffles the
dignity of just about everyone, including her/himself.

These are variocus manifestations of a widely shared
religious sensibility. The state of humility is an emotional
condition that naturally accompanies the religious feelings of
reverence and awe. It reflects a perception of the self as
insignificant and impotent, by comparison, when contemplating the
"big picture” or the infinite power of divinity.

Significantly, the ancient Greeks recognized the inherent
connection between the religious attitudes of reverence and

respect, such as are owed to the gods and venerable personages,



and the reverse attitudes directed toward the self of shame and
modesty, by using the same word ‘aidos’ to express both ideas.
Moreover, they used a cognate of the word, ‘aideia’, to name the
genitals, which were evidently perceived to bear the quality of
aidos in & paradigmatic way. But in which sense? 1 would
suggest very likely in a blend of both senses. For, does our
sexuality not evoke in us sometimes the feeling of awe, and
simultaneously hurility, even shame and humiliation, before its
awesome power? Such a combination of feelings might have been
more easily recognized by the ancient Greeks, but I don’t think
they are entirely foreign to us today.

The question might be asked: What is it that makes the
meaning of the sexual humiliation of women in porncgraphy
different from the mearing of their sexual humiliation in Greek
myths, or in Amerindian myths? Consider, for example, in Book 8
of Homer’s Ordyssey where Odysseus tells the story about the
sexual humiliation of not just a woman, but an august goddess.
Odysseus entertains his audience by relating the tale about when
the love goddess, Aphrodite, was ensnared in the act of sexual
intercourse with Ares by her husband, Hephaestus, and then was
displayed for all the gods and goddesses to laugh at -- but the
goddesses declined to attend and witness the spectacle "out of

aidos." (Odyssey 8, 324) Or consider the following Amerindian

example, a sacred legend recited in the bock, Sacred Legends of
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83

the Sandy Lake Cree. In this legend the "trickster" character

{(whose Cree name is Wee-sa-kay-jac) tricks the women of a camp
into providing him with a2 sexual adventure at their expen:ze. He
deceives them by claiming that he was sent by "the great spirit”
to warn them about an approaching windigo, a "man-eating
monster,” and to instruct them on how to save themselves. He

tells thenm,

"When you hear the creature do not try and fight
him because the only way all of you can survive is by
standing in the doorways, with your skirts pulled high
and your rear-ends facing the dreaded windigo. Tne
creature may touch you but remasin in your positions
regardless of what the windigo does. Follow my
instructions and 2]l of you will live to see the sun
cross the sky again.”

Wee-sa-kay-jac then pretends to leave to warn other villages, but
instead he returns in the early morning to fabricate the sound of

the approaching windigo outside the women’s lodge.

Panic stricken, the women followed the instructions of
their guardian. They stood in the doorways with their
leather skirts raised and rear-ends facing out into the
cold =air.

Wee-sa-kay-jac went from doorway to doorway,
making love with each woman. When he had entered into
all ten of them he decided to make a second journey
around the lodge. After servicing them all the second
time, the passion of Wee-sa-kay-jac subsided and he was
satisfied.

Then he ran off into the forest laughing about the
trick he had played on the fcolish women.

63 Carl Ray and James R. Stevens, Sacred Legends of the
Sandy Lake Cree (1971; reprint, Toronto: McClelland and Stewart,
1984), pp. 29-30.
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The differences between these types of examples that can be
found in religious myths, and pornography, may be thought to be
the degree to which females are singled out over males as targets
to receive humiliating messages, with religions presenting a more
balancad perspective through which men, too, learn humility. Yet
I think that would be debatable on a case by case basis. It is
certainly often the case in religions around the world that women
learn a greater degree of humility than do men. For example,
even though the Muslim, male or female, is "one who submits” to
Allah, the tchador. the code of dress for women enforced in
fundamentalist Muslim contexts, is an ever present reminder to
both Muslim men and Muslim women that women as a class cught to
be the most humble and submissive. In Christianity the symbol of
Mary performs a similar function.

It is worth mentioning that Ginette Paris has insightfully
pointed out an underlying similarity between the Muslim tchador
and Western pornography. She thinks both represent "the same
refusal of Aphrodite,"” i.e., not just the denial of sex (cf.
Wayland Young's Eros Denied), but the suppression of autonomous
female sexuality, the “multiple powers of feminine seduction”

when women’s sexuality is not subject to men’s control.ss One

6 Ginette Paris, Pagan Meditations, op. cit., pp. 72-73.
Paris writes: "When male power is no longer associated with its
female counterpart and when only men legislate what is permitted
and what is not, we have the tchador, or the high collar of the
bigots, and pornographic display. These two poles express the
two sides of the same repressive reality: the tchador leads as
surely to pornography, when external censorship is relaxed, as
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refuses Aphrodite by preventing women from exposing any of their
bodies; the other by forcing women to expose everything. In
neither case is the woman allowed to express herself. I think
Paris’ argument could be supplemented with the point that
pornography, cqually with the tchador, though again by different
means, serves to evoke pervasive feelings of humility in women.
In sum, by expressing to women messages that are sexually
humiliating, pornography performé what is frequently, indeed,
almost characteristically, a function of the province of
religion, the inculcation of greater degrees of humility in women

than in men.

(1) {d}) Summary of Content Analyses

To conclude the first part of my argument in this chapter, I
am suggesting that pornography functions like & religion insofar

as the scope of its meaningfulness, its content, is as rich and

pornographic decadence leads to a puritanical reaction when the
client has tasted the despair hidden within it. Both belong to
the same continuum, the same refusal of Aphrodite: the tchador,
by withholding, and pornography by violent exhibitionism, as if
to convince oneself that ‘there is nothing in it.’ Through the
tchador, the patriarch obviously seeks to confirm his status as
exclusive master, mostly out of fear before the multiple powers
of rfeminine seduction.... If the tchador is obviocusly repressive,
the form that anti-Aphroditism takes in our own culture is more
difficult to see. How, for example, does the picture of a woman,
legs spread apart in a stupid position, convey a demythifying
message: ‘all women are interchangeable, femininity is not so
mysterious, and we give it to you to see and buy.’ This
femininity reassures because it igs so banal and so docilely
submissive to the power of money.... Behind the tchador one does
not see the woman, nor does one see her in a display of buttocks,
breasts, and sex which belongs to no one."



varied in its appeal. The meanings in pornography, like those in
religion, concern the most critical moments in life, the
necessary, and the apparently necessary, unalterable biological
and social conditions of human life. And these include meanings
that evoke states of consciousness which are significantly
analogous to those recognized as religious states of

consciousness, such as profound humility and self-transcendence.

(2) THE ICONOGRAPHICAL QUALITY OF PORNOGRAPHY

In addition te¢ parallels in content there are significant
parallels in form between pornography and religion. Pornography
has its "sacred texts" such as those authored by "the divine
Marquis” and studied by generations of his devotees. But, what
is probably more important as a structural parallel of form is
the fact that, as is generally the case with religion,
pornography reaches its audience most effectively, in terms of
both numbers and affective impact, through the form of visual
imagery. As Margaret Miles writes about religious images,
traditionally their power derives from the fact that such images

accomplish "formation by attraction."“

The function of art is to identify and articulate a
range of subjective patterns of feeling and to give

1 Margaret R. Miles, Image as Insight: Visual
Understanding in Western Christianity and Secular Culture
{Boston: Beacon Press, 1985}, p. 152.



objective form to feeling.... Religion needs art to

orient individuals and communities, not only

conceptually but alsc affectively, to the reality that
creates andwnourishes. in solitude and in community,

human life.

Alan Watts makes a similar point about the essential role of
imagery in religion when he argues that "imagery is far more
powerful than rational speech” or doctrine.

For it is the imagery rather than the actual doctrine

which creates the persuasive feeling of a religion, and

to regard it as relatively trivial is merely to be

insensitive to the influence which it holds, not only

upon those who believe it literally but also upon those

who live within its atm&sphere -- however allegoricsally

they may understand it.

One point that is important to recognize here is the
integral relation between the visual arts and religion cross-
culturally and historically, such that in most cultures the
visual arts are typically dominated by religious themes. In
secular culture, on the other hand, visual imagery is
characterized by commercialism rather than religious themes, and
in commercial imegery pornographic themes are ubiquitous.70

As Naomi Weolf (1990) and others have demonstrated, the

pornographic scenario of the beautiful young woman who is in

8 Miles, Image as Insight, p. 4.

69 Alan W. Watts, Nature, Man and Woman (1958; reprint, New
York: Vintage Books, Random House, 1991), p. 45.

n See John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British
Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1872).



danger of brutal rape and murder, or who actually suffers these
cssaults, has become standard fare for mainstream media in the
last few decades. The attention-grabbing scenario that combines
sex and violence is part of nearly every form of advertising that
has found a way to exploit it, as well as the film industry, and
even television programming (such as the television series Twin
Peaks aired during 1990-91 and created by David Lynch, famous for
his films of this genre, Blue Velvet and Wild at Hezu:'t)."'1 The
pervasiveness of this scenario is so extensive, in fact, that, as
one writer says, pornography "includes just about the whole of
the iconography of everyday heterosexual life."n

Because pornography now pervades so much modern commercial
imagery, it is experienced in ways analogous to the ways that
people experienced religious imégery in former times (and still
do in those quarters where secularism has not completely
triumphed). Margaret Miles writes about how, for example,
medieval men’s and women’s experiences of religious images are
comparable to modern experiences of media images because of the
frequent, repetitive, and ritual nature of people’s exposure to
them: "Both contemporary media images and historical religious

wil

images were experienced daily. Medieval worshippers "lived

' gee the articles on David Lynch in the February 1991
issue of Playboy.

1 Myrna Kostash, "Whose Body? Whose Self?:. Beyond
Pornography,” in Still Ain’t Satisfied, op. cit., p. 47.

n Miles, Image as Insight, p. T.
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with [religious images] in vitally interested contemplation on a

nTt much the same as members

daily basis throughout their lives,
of modern society seek out commercial images as guides by which
to model themselves. Moreover, the guidance which modern people
seek from commercial imagery -- or receive unsoclicited, as the
case may be -- deals with the same basic issues which in a
religiously oriented society are provided through religious
imagery. To cite Margaret Miles again, a successful religion
provides culture with
effective symbols for comprehending and taking an

attitude towards bodily experience: birth, growth,

maturation, kinship, sex, life cycle, pain, death.

Religion ... must provide ideas and images ... that

enable individuals to mﬁnage «+» 8 unified

psychophysical process.
To be successful, religious imagery must also articulate "the
role and significance of particular individuals” and communicate
social values so as to attract sufficient support. 1In brief,

.+«. a symbolic complex must primarily formulate the

personal meaning of bioclogical necessity for human

beings and secondarily must present an intelligible

social structuFe that organizes all public and private
relationships.'

" Miles, Image as Insight, p. 7.

1 Miles, Image as Insight, p. 82.

1 Miles, Image as Insight, p. 82.
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This is precisely the type of orientation that pornography
provides, since it too deals with "biological necessity"” and
"public and private relationships,” as the previous section on
pornegraphy’s meaningfulness demonstrated. Therefore, if the
form of the "symbolic complex"” provided traditionally by religion
no longer successfully performs tlhese cultural tasks in our
secular commercial society, pornographic imagery could be said to

be providing an alternate "symbolic complex” that does provide

such an orientation.

.+» Since christian churches have relinquished the task
of providing life-orienting images, secular culture has
seized the opportunity of filling the void. 1In the
absence of religious images, secular images function as
life-orienting; they do provide messages from which
people form self-images, values, and attitudes....
Images, in their ancient role of formation by
attraction, are as effective as ever, but churches, in
abdicating responsibility for the training of vision,
have failed to provide both life-orienting images and
training in their criticel appreciation.

Hence people are drawn to, or attracted to, "a variety of
contemporary images -- from pornography to museum art"” in their
nalveté about "the capacity of images to attract one to values
one does not, and would not, consciously choosxe."?a

In fact, it is Miles’ contention in her latest book, Carnal

Knowing, that the orientation provided by pornography in modern

culture is so pervasive that it is simply not possible to convey

n Miles, Image as Insight, p. 152.

18 Miles, Image as Insight, p. 145.
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religious meaning with visual imagery that bears any resemblance
to pornographic imagery, such as the image of a naked female body
which at an earlier period of Christian history could, and did,
carry religious meaning. Pornographic meanings are now so much
in the forefront of people’s consciousness that they interfere
with, and virtually overwhelm, any possible religious meanings
that might be intended by an artist using such imagery. The
following discussion by Miles of Edwina Sandy’s Christa figure

provides an illustration:

Here a crucified woman droops on an implied cross, thus
occupying what is perhaps the position of greatest
honor in centuries of Christian depictions of Christ’s
redemption of the world. The image startles; it makes
vivid the perennial suffering of women. As a private
devotional image it may have great healing potential
for women who have themselves been battered or raped.
Yet as a public image, placed for some time in the
Cathedral of Saint John the Divine in New York City,
there are fundamental problems with the image. The
Christa, by its visual association with the crucified
Christ, glorifies the suffering of women in a society
in which violence against women has reached epidemic
proportions. Equally disturbing is its association
with pornography, which similarly fetishizes suffering
women. The naked and tortured female body has been
appropriated by a media culiure and canﬂot therefore be
arbitrarily assigned religious meaning.

The first significant parallel that I want to highlight
between religion and pornography in terms of their form, then, is

their equally heavy reliance on visual imagery as the most

effective means of expression, and the tendency that both

n Margaret R. Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and
Religious Meaning in the Christian West, op. cit., p.- 177.
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religion and pornography seem to have to dominate the themes
carried by the visual imagery of a culture. In the present
predominantly secular cultural context, there is some indication
that the two forms of visual imagery, religious and peornographic,
cannot co-exist, for the meanings of pornography tend to usurp
the content of religious expressions whenever there is any
gimilarity in form.

A second significant parallel between religion and
pornography in terms of their expression in visual form, is the
potency of the visual form in each case. The viewer of both
traditional religious imagery and pornographic imagery
experiences in the image a type of "hyper-reality”.

Although some modern religious images may wind up succumbing
to pornographic meanings when the two forms compete within the
same secular cultural context, there is little doubt that
religious images historically have been experienced as having a
potent effect on their viewers. They were self-consciously
employed by the churches for this very virtue.

By their effectiveness in engaging the emotions,

artistic representations were considered capable of

affecting the will.... The human mind was capable of

grasping supernatural truth through visible objects

because visible objects both r&flect and participate in
the being of their prototypes.

0 Miles, Image as Insight, p. 66.
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Because religious icons "both reflect and participate in the
being of their prototypes” they have been considered as virtual
windows on the supernatural. Christians historically approached
church icons with the belief that they were literally seeing the
transcendent realm of the divine and, by contemplating these
icong, were opening themselves to some effect from that realm
(forgiveness, blessing, guidance, etc.). Alternatively, sacred
images have been perceived in many religions as embodiments of
the same energy as the sacred power represented by them,
according the possessor of the image the means for influencing,
or gaining control over, the sacred power itself. Religious
images, thus, have traditionally been experienced as animated
with a kind of hyper-reality, not merely a2s visual metaphors, as
moderns are more likely to understand them.

It is my contention that contemporary pornographic images
tend to be experienced in an analogous way to traditional
religious images, i.e., as carriers of a kind of hyper-reality.
The viewer is affected by them, as much as, if not more than, by
reality itself; and the viewer simultaneously controls the
reality which the images manifest through their possession. It
is above all the photographic form of most contemporary

pornography that is responsible for this phenomenon. For, as
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Susan Sontag explains when she describes the properties of

photographic images in her book, On Photography.al

Such images are indeed able to usurp reality because
first of all a photograph is not only an image {(as a
painting is an image), an interpretation of the real;
it is also a trace, something directly stenciled off
the real, like a footprint or a death mask. While a
painting, even one that meets photographic standards of
resemblance, is never more than the stating of an
interpretation, a2 photograph is never less than the
registering of an emanation {light waves reflected by
objects) -- a material Vﬁgtige of its subject, in a way
that no painting can be.

It is worth mentioning that Sontag also recognizes the manner in
which the modern attitude toward photographic images has

affinities with historical attitudes regarding religious images.

For defenders of the real from Plato to Feuerbach to

equate image with mere appearance -- that is, to
presume that the image is absolutely distinct from the
object depicted -- is part of that process of

desacralization which separates us irrevocably from the
world of sacred times and places in which an image was
taken to participate in the reality of the object
depicted. What defines the originality of photography
is that, at the very moment in the long, increasingly
secular history of painting when secularism is entirely
triumphant, it revives -- in wholly secular terms --
something like the primitive status of images. Our
irrepressible feeling that the photographic process is
something magical has a genuine basis. No one takes an
easel painting to be in any sense co-substantial with
its subject; it only represents or refers. But a
photograph is not only like its subject, a homage to
the subject. It is part of, an extension of that

2 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 1973).

& Sontag, On Photography, p. 154.
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subject; and a patent means of acquiring it, of gaining

control over it."
This similarity in the perceived "reality” of the photographic
pornograph and the traditional religious image, I submit, becomes
even more powerful with each new development in the technologies
of image-making, such as the audio-visuazl technologies of films
and videotapes, and most recently, computer pornography, which
provides the viewer with the opportunity to engage in an
interactive relationship with the programmed images, adding
further to the impression of control that the viewer receives.

Moreover, though it is not Sontag's concern in discussing

photographic images in general, I think it should be recognized

& Sontag, On Photography, pp. 154-155.

u See Suzanne Stefanac, "Sex & the New Medi=a,” in
NewMedia: Multimedia Technologies for Desktop Computer Users,
vol. 3, no. 4 (April 1993), pp. 38-45. "Some believe this
illusion of control can encourage offensive behavior in real
life. *What’s wonderful about interactive media is also what’=s
reprehensible about this kind of application: the idea of
handing control over to the user,' says Linda Jacobson, editor of
Cyber-Arts (Miller Freeman, 1992). ‘Smut on paper or video is
much more benign than interactive stroke boocks. These products
show men that they can have control over women. You can force
them to do your bidding and they do it willingly...'" (p. 41)
Also see the editorial "What'’s Sex Got to Do With It?" (p. 8), in
which the editor writes, "In my mind, this is the one undeniably
valid reason for reporting on the seamier side of multimedia; its
interactive nature gives publishers of pornography and violence
the power to involve the viewer in new and unsavory ways.
Pornographic video is interactive to the extent that someone can
control their VCR, but this is very limited compared to what is
now possible with multimedia. I believe it is conceivable that
interactive pornography and violence really could have a
detrimental effect on the people who observe and participate in
it.”
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how the subject of sex itself increases the potency of
rhotographed pornographic imagery. Audio-visual representations
of sex convey a sense of reality even to the most sophisticated
viewer who understands the artifice and the acting that goes into
the production of films and videos, and who understands that
these technologies have the ability to slter and enhance their
image products as well. For the latest technologies used to
produce pornography make it possible for the viewer to witness
not just a2 semblance of sex, but "real” sexual activity, as 1is
"proven” by the one behaviour that it is not possible for
pornographic "actors” to simulate: orgasmic ejaculation.
Pornographers refer to this part of their product as the "money

shot“.BS It is the real thing, and cannot be otherwise,

85 "While the stag film is content to represent the
ultimete pleasure of sex in the close-up of ge2nital penetration
-- in what the Filmmaker’s Guide to Pornography would later call
the ‘meat shot’ -- the feature-length hard-core film of the early
seventies seems to demand a new level of ‘truth,' signified by
the emergence of a2 new convention in the body’s confession of
pleasure. The visible, external ejaculation of the penis in the
*‘money shot’ is that convention. Although the feature-length
porno includes a great many ‘meat shots’ in many of itas hard-core
sequences, it rarely ends these sequences with the mere evidence
of genital penetration. Now it must have visual proof of the
involuntary confession of pleasure that penetration obscures.
The stakes of visibility have been escalated to include the
precise narrative moment of (male) orgasm. With the ‘money shot’
we thus appear to arrive at ... the perceptual visual evidence of
the mechanical *‘truth’ of body pleasure caught in involuntary
spasm; the ultimate and uncontrollable -- ultimate because
uncontrollable -- confession of the body’s pleasure in the climax
of orgasm.” Linda Williams, "Fetishism and Hard Core: Marx,
Freud, and the ‘Money Shot,’ in For Adult Users Only: The
Dilemma of Violent Pornography, ed. Susan Gubar and Joan Hoff,
op. ¢it., p. 200. Emphasis in the original.
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providing a quality of "hyper-reality” to pornographic imagery
that is as potent in its own way as any experienced in
traditional religious imagery. If the human mind once grasped
"supernatural truth” through religious imagery, it now grasps tae
"truth” of the male body’s ecstatic pleasure in sex through
contemporary pornographic imagery.

In the same vein, contemporary pornography is able to offer
the "truth” of torture and murder -- or of sacrifice, depending

on one’s perspective.

(3) SUMMARY

In this chapter I have argued for the recognition of
significant parallels in both form and content between
pornography and religion. Because of these parallels I maintain
that it is reasonable to think of pornography as functioning like
a religion. This structural similarity provides another example,
in addition to those in the foregoing chapters, that shows why
pornography is a relevant subject for religious studies.

In the first part, I argued that pornography functione like
religion by offering a common cultural source of meaningfulness
of an equally rich and profound nature. Like multivalent
religious myths and symbols, pornography says many varied and
sometimes paradoxical things simultaneously to different groups
and individuals within society. Its meanings provide an

orientation regarding most of the same issues with which religion
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is concerned: biological necessity, the self, relations with
other selves, with the world, and sometimes even with Ged.

Whether or not the orientation that its meanings provide is
a "life-enhancing” orientation, is a question that is bound to be
asked about pornography. But such a question does not imply
thereby pornography’s ultimate incommensurability with religion,
since the same question might equally well be asked about each
manifestation of religion. Some religions are arguably more
life-enhancing than others.

Furthermore, in the first part of this chapter I argued that
some of the meanings perceived in pornography by other learned
thinkers are of a type that could themselves be called religious.
And some produce states of consciousness analogous to those
normally recognized as religious, such as the states of humility
and self-transcendence. Some feminist antipornography critics
decry the interpretations of pornographic violence offered by the
thinkers whose analyses I considered, i.e., Georges Bataille and
Susan Sontag. Andrea Dworkin sarcastically labels Bataille, for
example, as 2 "classy guy" with a theory about "clasasy sex" .
But I have suggested that their interpretations may nonetheless
prove fruitful as a starting point for exploring further the
questions that I raised about gender-specific experiences of the

gacred in sex.

B Dworkin, Intercourse, op. cit., p. 180.
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In the second part of this chapter I argued that pornography
functions analogously to religion through its form, in addition
to its meaningfulness, or content, especially through the visual
manifestations of its form. For pornographic imagery has come to
provide an equivalently dominant and pervasive secular type of
iconography in contemporary culture. And, although photography,
the primary medium in which contemporary pornographic images are
expressed, is totally foreign to religious iconography, this
technology contributes a comparable animating quality to
pornographic imagery. As a result of the nature of this medium
and certain potent visual realities of sex (and violence} that it
is capable of reproducing, pornographic imagery can be
experienced in a manner comparable to religious imagery, that is,
as a revelation of the "truth” of a type of hyper-reality with
the power to have a profound effect on the viewer. It can reveal
the "truth” of male sexual ecstasy, if not the "truth" of a

supernatural or sacred reality.



CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION: AN ISSUE OF RELEVANCE

AND IMPORTANCE

Each of the preceding chapters provides the substantive
basis for one or more facets of the central argument of this
thesis, i.e., the argument that pornography is a relevant subject
for the discipline of religious studies, particularly for the
field of women and religion. To summarize, the foregoing
chapters have demonstrated the relevance of the subject of
pornography for the following reasons:

It is relevant, in the first place, because pornography
often defines itself in relation to religion, specifically in
relation to Christisnity. It not only defines itself as the
antithesis of Christian antisexualism, it justifies itself,
excuses its violent excesses, and defends itself against all
opposition on this basis as well. An analysis that stems from a
religious studies perspective shows the limitations in these
claims, and therefore might help to move public discussion beyond
the constraints these claims have set as the determining
parameters for the debate over how pornography should be judged.

It is relevant, in the second place, because an inquiry into
how contemporary churches understand pornography, eand what

position they take on it, brings to light the significant degree
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of impact that the increasingly authoritative voices of women are
having in shaping church thought. Like a foil, pornocgraphy
reflects the fact that women are having an effect in changing
traditional Christian thinking about sexual ethics, and about the
whole question of the church’s role in sanctioning patterns of
male domination. This is information of considerable interest to
the field of women and religion, confirming expectations that
women’s participation as authoritative equals within traditional
religions would produce profound transformations in these
religions.

In the third place, pornography is relevant for religious
studies because influential feminist analyses of pornography have
presented arguments about its correspondences with Christianity.
Their criticisms of pornography, through these correspondences,
have therefore been levelled at particular aspects of
Christianity as well (aspects such as: Christianity’s treatment
of sex ag shameful, and of sexual violence by men as inevitable;
social, psychological, and political consequences of its
theological doctrine on the transcendence of God; and historical
precedents for modern secular pornography that Christianity
provides through its own use of imagery depicting sexual violence
against women). These criticisms are properly part of the whole
critical discussion about the merits of the Christian religion
that is a major focus of interest in the field of women and

religion.
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In the fourth place, the relevance of pornography for the
field of women and religion derives as well from the nature of
the reasons that women commonly identify in articulating their
objections to pornography. For their objections express ideas
about how they experience pornography as & form of spiritual
assault, and implicitly reveal information about what women
experience as sacred in sex, information which is meaningfully
consistent with recent theoretical hypotheses in the psychology
of religion concerning gender-based differences in sacrality.
Women'’s objections to pornography, in other words, provide
evidence that supports developing feminist theory in the
psychology of religion. When viewed in the light of this theory,
furthermore, women’s objections teo pornography can be recognized
better as being quite different from traditional Christian
antisexualism.

Finally, pornography should be recognized as a relevant
subject for religious studies, in the fifth place, because it
currently functions very much like a religion in important
respects. It provides the main themes which are repeated
everywhere, orienting individuals in relation to their own
embodied existence, to other individuals, to the various groups
in society, and to the world. It provides a means for evoking
feelings of humility, and self-transcendence, and for carrying
significance that can be appreciated as having sacrificial
import. Moreover, it attracts people’s attention and emotional

involvement through potent imagery that pervades their daily
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lives, perhaps even more effectively than any religious
iconography before it. These functional parallels between
pornography and religion make pornography an obvious subject for
further analysis within the discipline of religiocus studies.

In sum, the preceding chapters have shown that pornography
is a relevant subject for religious studies for a variety of
reasons, some of which pertain to the provision of information
useful for developing theory in the study of religion, especially
theory in the field of women and religion, and some of which
pertain to the clarifying perspective that religious studies can
contribute to the analysis of the problem of pornography itself.

When considered collectively, it is my conclusion that the
various arguments in this thesis demonstrate not only the point
that pornography is a relevant subject for religious studies, but
also the proposition that it is an important subject for
religious studies to address. For, insofar as pornography can be
described as functioning like a religion in its current
manifestations, it might be argued that it is in effect serving
as a replacement for religion in modern secular society. As
such, it should be recognized as being more than simply one among
many cultural phenomena; it should be acknowledged a2s being of
primary influence in shaping most of contemporary culture. Its
importance as a factor having psychological, sociological and
political implications, therefore, is profound. From a feminist
perspective which recognizes pornography as a problem, moreover,

its seriousness becomes more evident when it is undersatood as



having an impact comparable to that of religion. For, whereas
the debate over whether pornography has any meaningful influence
on attitudes and behaviour seems never-ending as one social
science study after another reports conflicting results on this
issue, few people dispute the idea that religion influences human
attitudes and behaviour even if its influence is rarely measured
in empirical terms.

Given the seriousness of the problem which this perspective
on pornography helps to explain, some of the questions which were
raised by the foregoing discussions are similarly revealed to be
of considerable importance and are worth reiterating.

How, for instance, should the question be settled about
whether it is strategically advisable to attempt to counteract
the influence of pornography by flooding the cultural scene with
an alternate form of sexually explicit iconography, i.e., erotica
(assuming women had the economic means to do so)? Geraldine Finn
argued, it should be remembered, that the construction of a
detached, voyeuristic form of subjectiyity in women, as well as
in men, is likely to be the result of increasing the availability
of erotica, and without necessarily thereby diminishing the
quantity or type of pornography available, or its effect on the
male consumer. On the other hand, as Margaret Miles has argued,
the absence of the public representation of women’s subjectivity
and women's perspective on sexuality may itself produce a
dangerous state of affairs. Without this corrective, men’s

perennial fears and anxieties in the face of female sexuality
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seem to have a pronounced tendency to become pathological in
proportion. Even Herbert Richardson’s account (see above,
Chapter One) -- whatever its limitations as an evolutionary
theory or as an interpretation of Playboy magazine --,
acknowledges this problematic tendency in male psychology. While
I do not have the answer to this question right now, I do think
that its importance should be recognized and more effort should
be directed toward seeking an adequate answer to it.

In connection with this question, it might be helpful to
consider the role that the revival of goddess symbolism could
play. As many scholars of ancient goddess symbolism have shown
(e.g., Christ 1979, 1987, forthcoming; Gimbutas 1974, 1889; Paris
1986), the theme of sexuality is often prominent in the imagery
of ancient goddesses. While it tends to focus on the fertility
aspect of sexuality more than the issues of relationality and
connectedness that modern women prefer to emphasize, the obvious
presence of a strong female subjectivity in these images, in
contrast to contemporary pornographic images of women as objects,
might prove useful to explore further. I would also suggest that
the issue of sacred prostitution in the ancient world needs more

! since it is a concept to which modern prostitutes and

analysis
pornography workers sometimes appeal in defense of the value of

their work. Perhaps more feminist scholarship on ancient sacred

L For a classicist’s analysis of sacred prostitution, see
Bonnie MacLlachlan, "Sacred Prostitution and Aphrodite," Studies
in Religion / Sciences Religieuses 21, no. 2 (1992): 145-162.
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prostitution would be useful to teday’s prostitutes and
pornography workers in their efforts to gain better control over
the modern practices of prostitution and its representation. As
I suggested in Chapter One, it may well be that empowering sex
workers would prove to be the most effective means for combatting
the most problematic features of modern pornography.

Another question I would reiterate in light of recognizing
the religious dimensions of the problem of pornography is the
question that I mentioned in Chapter One as a major motivating
question for my own research. That is, why is there an appetite
for imagery of violent sex such as is portrayed by so much modern
pornography? What is the appeal of "snuff” pornography? 1Is it
possible that among the layers of meaning accruing to pornography
as an equivalent of religious symbolism are such religious
concepts as that of human sacrifice? As noted in Chapter Five,
Georges Bataille has argued that a sacrificial component is a
natural part of all sexual behaviour. Whether or not that is a
distinctively male perspective on sexual experience, or
expressive of mele sacrality, is worth examining further, I
think. But I want to suggest another irterpretation as well.
Recalling Wayland Young’s point (mentioned in Chapter One) about
the despairing and hopeless perspective on the future that is
conveyed by a culture that never represents to itself any images
of loving sexual unions which would symbolize the potentiel of
conception and new birth, and, therefore, of the very possibility

of a future, I suggest that this is even more true of a culture
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that represents sex in such a way as to emphasize its sterile
rather than potentially fertile nature. Such a message of
sterility is certainly effectively conveyed when violence is part
of the picture, such as when sex is either followed by the
woman's murder, or preceded by her murder (as in the popular
pornographic theme of necrophilia). On some level of symbolic
meaning, then, could the appetite for repreéentations of such
pointedly sterile sex, as proven by the market for this type of
material, suggest a significant cultural preference for
sterility? Given the growing awareness in modern society of the
destructive impact of the human species in the ecosystem, perhaps
it is not too far-fetched to suggest that the appeal of pointedly
sterile sexual imagery in the present historical context might
indeed be explained by the idea that these images give expression
to, or symbolize, 2 not quite conscious death wish for the human
species. While this may not be a particularly attractive idea, I
submit that it has a certain explanatory value, though only if
pornography is accorded the status by which it might carry such
profound symbolic import, only, that is, if pornography is
recognized as bearing the equivalent of religious significance.
In that cuse, however, such an interpretation of violent
pornography becomes a reasonable possibility, and might be
considered as an alternative to the view that violent pornography
represents the inherently violent nature of male sexuality.

Neither interpretation, of course, presents a cheerful prospect,
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but I think the former, if brought %to conscious recognition, may
actually be less depressing than the latter.

In conclusion, I submit that pornography is not only
relevant to religious studies, and to the field of women and
religion especially, but it is an important subject for this
discipline to address more fully. For religious studies can
bring to the subject of pornography insights that are unique to
the perspective of this discipline which may prove very useful

for dealing with the problem.
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