Pornography Reduxxx

By Valerie Chepp

As a graduate student in the Sociology Department at the University of Maryland, I have found myself in an unexpectedly peculiar position in the dispute around the University’s decision to screen the triple X-rated pornographic film The Pirates II: Stagnetti's Revenge.  And although my own work is invested in debates around pornography, sexuality and feminism, as a busy second-year graduate student faced with impending deadlines, final papers, and hundreds of pages of weekly readings, this debate – on my very own campus! – took place largely in the margins of my consciousness.  Yet, during an informal conversation with fellow graduate students before our Monday seminar this week, I was taken aback by my own inability to articulate the complexity of this debate and create space for a discussion of power and exploitation. 
In many ways, the discussions taking place on and off Maryland’s campus around the pornographic film’s screening seem to have transpired into a predictable regurgitation of the same old story – it’s like Bill Murray’s Groundhog’s Day with a XXX appeal.  Like so many other instances, this opportunity to engage in a constructive and nuanced dialogue about the multiple issues at stake in pornography has been reduced to a dichotomous discussion, with champions of free speech on one side and guardians of society’s moral fabric on the other.  Unfortunately, this debate quickly gets mapped onto partisan politics and liberals and conservatives stake out their respective positions.  With such a simplistic roadmap for navigating this complicated terrain, progressives find themselves fighting to show pornographic material, even when they are uncomfortable with the content.  Conservatives find themselves fighting to restrict First Amendment freedoms, despite their uneasiness with big government stepping in and infringing upon rights.  The room is filled with strange bedfellows.  How do we wake up from this time loop and move beyond this tired plotline?
The conversation I had with grad students this week immediately spiraled into a conversation about free speech and the danger of the state impeding upon what can be said and expressed on university campuses.  I am extremely sympathetic to this argument but I also know there is precedent for limiting expressions of free speech in particular situations – the right to free speech does not automatically grant us carte blanche for saying whatever we want in any and all cases; indeed, one’s freedom to speak can result in the silencing of another.  In this particular conversation with classmates, I raised the hypothetical example of students deciding to show an outrageously racist and hateful film.  The general consensus was that, while they would not be comfortable with the racist content, nor are they completely comfortable with the idea of porn being shown on campus, this is a debate for students to take up rather than the place for state lawmakers to step in and “bully” us around.  And with that, the conversation ended and class began.  Where was my feminist voice?  Why was I so ill-equipped with the necessary arguments and language to engage this critique?  My fellow classmates are all like-minded colleagues concerned with institutionalized expressions of power and exploitation.  Why was power, in this case, understood only in reference to the state, without any consideration of the context in which pornography is produced and consumed, a context fundamentally structured by patriarchal, capitalistic, heterosexist and racist systems of domination?  
But that’s the thing about power.  It’s sneaky and seductive.  It makes us think we are engaged in the “progressive” fight when in fact, deeper relations of domination remain hidden and, in a dangerous paradoxical turn of events, we are fighting on behalf of power, inadvertently maintaining the status quo.  

Thus the biggest problem for me in the debate around pornography that took place on the University of Maryland’s campus these past couple weeks was the failure to contextualize pornography within a broader discussion of sexual power, exploitation and pleasure.  Student organizers originally intended to follow the screening of the film with a discussion of sexuality and the genre of pornography; a representative from Planned Parenthood was to be on hand to discuss healthy sexuality.  However, the outcries generated by the legislature’s threat of university funding effectively shifted the conversation away from pornography and its complicated relationship with exploitation and pleasure, and instead moved toward a discussion of free speech and censorship.  Rather than Planned Parenthood being at the table, a representative from the American Civil Liberties Union was on hand to field questions about First Amendment rights.  To be clear, I am extremely committed to the importance of the university’s autonomy from state influence and I am opposed to the state’s ability to step in and prohibit the screening of this film.  Yet, I am saddened that we are still stuck in a moment where debates around pornography are too often reduced only to discussions of free speech and moral integrity.  As students and professors dedicated to the free enterprise of ideas and the power of those ideas to advance social justice, we should be the ones – not the state – guiding this debate and ensuring – indeed demanding – that multiple perspectives are engaged and heard, even if they challenge our own political agendas.  For me, part of this engagement would include the recognition of our own convoluted compliance with patriarchy, racism, heterosexism and capitalistic exploitation in our adamant defense of free speech and pornography.
“Most of the literature I've taught has pornographic elements,” said English professor Martha Nell Smith, citing Christopher Marlowe, William Shakespeare and Emily Dickinson as authors of works with heavy sexual content. “I don't believe [sexual content] should be censored in my classroom. [The university's] job is to work together to contextualize it.”

-- Diamondback, “Pirates II: Students' Revenge,” April 7, 2009 
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