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PORNOGRAPHY PERIL
By Wendy McElroy

There is an unholy alliance being established in this country
between the moral majority and radical feminists, both of whom
wish to censor pornography. Falwell advocates censorship
because pornography is immoral; feminists advocate censorship
because pornography degrades women and provides inspiration
for rapists. Mind you, this is not a conscious cooperation. Each
group despises the other, but this antagonism does not dilute the
impact of their working toward a common goal. The impact is
success. Northern cities such as Minneapolis have passed anti-
pornography ordinances which are clear-cut censorship laws.
After all, as feminists ask, was the First Amendment really meant to
protect the brutalization of women by men?**

The ACLU and a campus libertarian group recently sponsored a
debate between Wendy McElroy and Ms. Nichols in Madison,
Wisconsin where an anti-pornography ordinance was being
drafted. The proposition under debate was: Resolved, anti-
pornography ordinances are censorship. The following is a
transcript of Ms. McElroy's presentation.

**Although conservatives are a numerical majority, feminists have
given new life to the push for censorship by providing fresh
arguments and by disrupting the traditional liberal opposition to
censorship.

I want to begin by defining censorship as the process of legally
restricting the circulation of ideas spoken, in print, or otherwise
represented. And I want to emphasize the issue under debate
tonight by emphasizing what is not being debated. We are not
discussing anyone's personal reaction to pornography nor
whether pornography does, in fact, project a bad or wrong view of
women. The question under debate is: at what point are we
justified in translating a personal reaction into a legal process
which limits the material other people may hear or see? When is
censorship justified? My opponent and other members of Woman
Against Pornography believe censorship is justified whenever
pictures or movies debase and humiliate women, especially when
those movies or magazines depict violence against women. I
believe censorship is never justified. Under any circumstances.

Attempts to control thoughts and actions of other people,
especially regarding sex, are nothing new and probably most of
you have heard the standard arguments and objections regarding
censorship of pornography. I intend to argue along slightly
different lines. To begin with, I am going to grant the best case
possible to my opponent.

For the sake of argument, and in order to strip the debate down
to its fundamentals, I will assume many points that are generally a
matter of hot contest. I will assume pornography can be
objectively defined, that it is not a matter of fashion or subjective
evaluation. I will forget it is 1984 and pretend to understand my
opponent's distinction between pornography, erotica, and ob-
scenity. I will simply accept her definition of pornography as
"material in which women are graphically depicted as whores"
and assume that she wishes to prohibit something more than

pictures of whores, pictures of women engaged in sex with money
clutched in their hands. I will grant that pornography does have an
impact on people's behavior and that the impact can be
objectively measured. I will even concede that pornography can
be correlated with something we all agree should be illegal:
namely, rape.

Further, I will consider it possible to monitor what some people
read and see and receive through the mail without violating the
civil liberties of innocent parties. I will forget everything I know
about the history of censorship laws. In particular, I will forget that
the Comstock Law was the main barrier thrown up against 19th
century feminists who were often imprisoned under it for their
attempts to disseminate birth control information. For censorship
laws are like the camel's nose; once introduced into the tent, they
eventually, and usually with disarming speed, take over and
become weapons against unpopular or minority political positions,
such as feminism. I will even pass over the dangers of letting the
state define what constitutes appropriate sexual behavior.

So, what has all this assuming and conceding and forgetting left
me with? On what grounds can I possibly oppose banning porno-
graphy? I oppose such a ban for one reason and one reason
alone. Pornography is a voluntary activity. Models who pose sign
contracts and often compete vigorously for the exposure provided
by magazines such as Playboy. Editors such as Ms. Hefner
willingly work for Playboy. Women shopkeepers who stock Hustler
and Playboy fill in order forms of their own free will. And, at least in
Los Angeles where I live, no one forces a woman to purchase
Penthouse.

Here, I hasten to add that there are undoubtedly cases in which
force has been used to make women pose for pornography. In
these situations I unequivocably advocate restitution to the victim
and legal sanctions against the aggressor. Moreover, since the
pictures would be the product of a crime, I advocate removing
them for the marketplace if the victim so wishes. But such
instances of force are rare. Certainly, magazines such as Pent-
house which has been banned from crossing the Canadian border
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