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Preamble 

A feminist critique of pornography needs first of all to 
engage with the terms in which pornography is discussed. 
Pornography is not a given entity in the world, but the 
construct of particular discourses. It is notorious that there 
exists no clear-cut definition of pornography; instead, 
different dicussions identify different characteristic elements 
as their basis for a discussion of the phenomenon. 

The opposition to pornography, whether feminist or 
otherwise, has almost unanimously argued its case in terms 
of an assumption that pornography is a special case of 
sexuality. Feminists and anti-pornography lobbyists alike 
slip easily from discussing the goings-on inside pornographic 
representations to discussing goings-on in the world. Their 
concern is that practices portrayed in pornography may 
become practices in our lives. The traditional emphasis is on 
‘obscenity’: the immoral or ‘d i r ty ’ quality of the sex 
portrayed. Feminist argument has shifted the focus on to 
violence: the violent quality of the sex portrayed. In this 
respect, the feminist emphasis has not so much introduced 
new ways of dealing with the problem of pornography as a 
new basis for morality. 

On the other side of the argument, censorship experts and 
advocates of free pornography deny that a link between 
pornography and criminal sexual practice in reality can be 
proven. They assert a fundamental difference between 
fantasy and reality. Pornographic representations, for them, 
belong to the separate realm of fantasy and fiction. We 
should therefore look at this pure realm of fantasy, how it has 
come about, and where exactly it lives if it is not part of 
reality. 

It is my contention that the feminist argument about 



2 Preamble 
pornography would significantly advance if we were to shift 
the ground of the argument. Pornography is not a special 
case of sexuality; it is a form of representation. Represen-
tation, therefore, not ‘real-life sex’, should be the wider 
context in which we analyse this special case of represen-
tation: pornography. The traditional debate has focused on 
‘porn’ at the expense of ‘graphy’, an emphasis duly reflected 
in the customary abbreviation to ‘ p o r n ’ . ‘ P o r n ’ , in this 
slippage, has gradually come to mean ‘obscene sex’ or 
‘violent sex’ – forms of sexuality we disapprove of. We do 
not like them (or would not like them) in real life, therefore 
we do not want them represented. 

The object of this study is pornography, that is representa-
tions, word- or image-based, or, to be more precise, 
representational practices, rather than sexual practices. The 
fact of representation needs to be foregrounded: we are not 
just dealing with ‘contents’. Sex or sexual practices do not 
just exist out there, waiting to be represented; rather, there is 
a dialectical relationship between representational practices 
which construct sexuality, and actual sexual practices, each 
informing the other. 

Forms of representation have their own histories, yet we 
have become so accustomed to representations in many 
media that the media and their conventions have become 
naturalized, ‘transparent’, apparently giving a key-hole view 
on make-believe reality, reflections of reality. Literature and 
the visual arts are the expert domains of representation, and 
they embody the history of the naturalization of the medium. 
Their concepts of realism have fostered our commonsense 
attitude of dividing representations into form and content, 
medium and represented reality. The aim of realism is to 
obliterate our awareness of the medium and its conventions 
and to make us take what is represented for a reflection of a 
natural reality. Realism sees itself as holding up a mirror to 
life. The mirror, if not transparent, reflects, and it is above all 
‘faithful’. The question should never arise as to who is 
holding the mirror, for whose benefit, and from what angle; 
at least it should not arise in terms which would make this 
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concept of the mirror – and hence of reality – problematical. 
Within the disciplines of the study of art and literature, 

cinema and photography, the analysis of realism and of the 
relationship between form and content has long significantly 
advanced beyond this simple sketch. Yet the notions of 
‘realism’ and of ‘ fo rm and content’ still have a firm hold 
upon our commonsense responses. They are at the bottom of 
the content orientation towards pornography (the focus on 
sex). They are at the bottom of our easy division into fact and 
fiction. And they are at the bottom of official newspaper 
policy, of professional organizations of editors and journal-
ists claiming to produce neutral, unbiased, objective or 
transparent reporting – to hold up the mirror of events to the 
reading public. It is for this reason that a more elaborate 
analysis of representation needs to be brought to bear in a 
feminist analysis of pornography. 

Representations are not just a matter of mirrors, reflec-
tions, key-holes. Somebody is making them, and somebody 
is looking at them, through a complex array of means and 
conventions. Nor do representations simply exist on canvas, 
in books, on photographic paper or on screens: they have a 
continued existence in reality as objects of exchange; they 
have a genesis in material production. They are more ‘real’ 
than the reality they are said to represent or reflect. All of 
these factors somehow straddle the commonsense divide 
between fiction and fact, fantasy and reality. 

So a first shift of ground, for a feminist critique of 
pornography, involves moving from a content orientation to 
an analysis of representation. This move however takes us 
out of the comfortable seclusion of the Arts – the storehouses 
of (respectable) representations – and leads us to look at the 
functions of representations in society. Crucial factors of 
representation are the author and the perceiver: agents who 
are not like characters firmly placed within the representation 
as content. They are roles taken up by social beings in a 
context. This context is political: a question of class, race, 
gender. This context is cultural: a question of the relationship 
of representations to a generalized concept of culture (and 
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’reality’). And this context is economic: a question of the 
relationships of cultural production and exchange. None of 
these questions of course is independent of the others, which 
poses a problem of how to present them. 

The procedure in this study will be two-fold: on the one 
hand I shall be clearing the ground, challenging a plethora of 
concepts that appear as the givens of the debate on 
pornography; on the other, I shall build up the concepts and 
methods necessary for a feminist critique of pornography and 
patriarchal culture. 



Problem 1 

Fact and Fiction 

The Guardian Weekly, in its first issue of 1984, carried an 
article entitled ‘ A Murder in Namibia’. A white farmer, van 
Rooyen, aged 24, had tortured and killed the 18-year-old 
Thomas Kasire, a new black worker on his farm. The history 
is as follows: on account of the language Kasire speaks and 
the area he comes from, his white boss accuses him of being a 
supporter of the national liberation movement SWAPO 
(South Western African People’s Organisation). He 

throws a heavy chain around the throat of Thomas 
Kasire. For two days the white farmer keeps Thomas 
chained fast in his farmyard. Eventually, Thomas is 
killed as van Rooyen’s drinking pals applaud and take 
pictures. This happens on a farm, in Namibia, in 1983. 1 

Three pictures accompany the article, one showing the 
murderer ‘as he appeared in court’, wearing a suit and tie. 
The other two pictures are from the ‘scene’ of crime: a 
close-up of Kasire’s head, bleeding, one ear half cut off, a 
heavy iron chain around his neck, with the white left arm of 
his torturer holding on to the chain, intruding from the left 
into the middle foreground of the picture. The third 
photograph has the caption: ‘ T h e victim is forced to pose 
with a clenched fist (SWAPO salute), while a friend of the 
murderer takes photos.’2 The murderer himself is in the 
picture, towering over the young black man whom he holds 
by the chain. He is wearing farm clothes and a cap (they 
could also be paramilitary gear) and he is facing the camera. 
The young black man looks as if he were held up on his feet 
chiefly by the chain the white man holds. 

The event is a curiosity in criminology, for the pictures 


