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GRAM PONANTE

FOREWORD

Filling in the Cave

In Plato’s Myth of the Cave, the philosopher attributes to his mentor, Socrates, the spinning of a pleasing allegory about a group of prisoners sitting manacled in a subterranean cave, forced to look at the shadows projected on a wall by a group of actors, let us say, parading on an elevated walkway between the prisoners’ backs and a roaring fire.

Socrates asks, “Isn’t it reasonable to assume that the prisoners believe the shadows to be real, the echoes to be learned discourse, and the ability to predict what shadow comes next as a skill worthy of the highest reward of the prisoners’ society?” In other words, look at what we can get up to in the absence of the “real.”

This is a searing (depending on the proximity of the fire to the prisoners) indictment of blind, spoon-fed cultures then and now, to be sure. But, while we willingly accept the idea of a proto-Skinnerian world in which a group of prisoners has for no discernible reason been chained in an upright position since childhood and forced to gaze at flickering projections, as told by a man who thought it best to put his words in the mouth of someone else having a discussion with yet a third party (Plato’s older brother, Glaucon), we might be allowed to speculate on some of the questions that might have popped up in that ancient Athenian peanut gallery, such as, “Were they at least naked shadows?”

In my several years covering the business, lifestyles, and ethics (that last one contains the fewest billable hours) of the porn industry, I often doubt the reality of a job whose hazards include slipping on milk that has just been shot out of an oiled 19-year-old’s ass. I keep turning around to look for the fire.

But if we are tempted to think of porn (derived from the Greek word for prostitute) as those images on the wall, and ourselves as the prisoners forced to watch and believe it, then we would have to accept that the parties that lit the fire, erected the walkway, and hired the actors were smarter than us, or at least had some plan for our lives.

My friends, I have met the people who make the Dirtpipe Milkshakes series, and I can assure you that they will not be contesting your spelling bee title. Nor do they care where you go once you push the offending DVD or computer away from you. No, I think porn is the wall, and the images change depending on how we choose to look at them.

You might have noticed that porn has the quality of becoming less satisfying the more complicated it gets. Throw in a plot (or even – shudder – a B story) and the pornographer increases his chances of breaking something that previously hummed along like some shaved steampunk perpetual motion machine; for millennia we have been aware that one simply can’t go wrong with people having sex, and that modern pornography’s success has not been in presenting variations of the sexual act but in providing the media for its presentation to be more accessible.

We can argue about what is the “right” kind of porn and how something with that elusive description should appeal to women, couples, minorities, sensitive Caucasian men, the aged, and beings yet to appear, but no one says that watching other people (or oneself) fuck is not intriguing in a marrow-level, continuance-of-the-species kind of way.

It is when elements are added to stimulate the newer neighbors of our monkey brains that porn becomes less “real.” It is then we notice the boom dipping into the frame, then we realize the performers just got the script that morning, that in any case they never expected to be performing Medea when they got bra-busting saline injections, and then we scoff at a dolly shot when a simple close-up will do.

Early texts of Plato’s Republic, in which the Myth of the Cave appeared, used the word gaze to describe how its audience regarded the pictures on the wall. The reason we gaze at pornography, rather than be engaged by it, is because the very basic and elemental strivings and exertions depicted therein are ours to interpret. We gaze because porn becomes what we want it to be; it is a cave to be filled in.

That is why we spare porn the rigorous character breakdowns we would require of Dude, Where’s My Car? This is why we forgive porn for labeling as MILF the 23-year-old who has never borne children, as Asian a Swede, as a naughty schoolgirl someone who is not and never was. But the uniform is all they – and you, the viewer – need to begin the crazy joyride of projection. So porn is the wall and the viewer is both the prisoner and the fire; the actors are whoever you want them to be, because I can tell you they are not in “real life” what you have made them.

Porn as a phenomenon seems to have generated a perfect ratio of content to comment. For as many issues of Barely Legal, Screw My Wife, Please, and Dirty Debutantes generated annually, there are scholarly treatises about Why We Like Porn; or Is It OK That We Like Porn? or; Are We Bad People for Encouraging Other People To Like Porn?

I would like to throw my hat in the ring and say that porn is not real, but you are, and that porn serves the same purpose that monster trucks, professional wrestling, TMZ, and eating candy do: they are all fixed points at which existing thoughts can coalesce. It helps, then, that those entertainments are fairly thought-agnostic on their own.

Maybe Plato projected his own allegory of the cave onto Socrates because he thought the name “Socrates” might make the theory sexier – less Platonic. In the adult business we understand this, hence Linda Hopkins became Tera Patrick and Jenna Massoli became Jenna Jameson. What is porn if not the thoughtful practice of projecting something onto the most attractive surface?





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First, I would like to thank all of the contributors; they are the true authors of this anthology. Many of these people I have only communicated with by phone or email, but they already seem like friends. I deeply appreciate the quality of their writing and their good spirits in working with me on crafting this volume. Sometimes it may have seemed that I was the source of unending questions, feedback, suggestions, and perhaps, irritation. Nevertheless, the authors were, without exception, diligent, patient, and a pleasure to work with; I am grateful for their excellent essays. It is noteworthy to recognize their background diversity, too; they come from various academic professions, law, and even inside the porn industry itself, which had the effect of extending my own knowledge. I am grateful for that, as well!

Second, I would like to thank those who have directly or indirectly helped me throughout the production of this book, including my mother, Mary Turfe, and my brothers, Chris and Andrew Monroe; my cousin Ian Verhine; Nathan Bunker-Otto, my dear friend, and Jason at Vegas Showgirls in Saint Petersburg; Tom Brommage, Eric Berling, and Joe Ellin, for stepping in to help with other academic obligations; my students and colleagues at Saint Petersburg College and University of Tampa; and, especially, my wife Rhonda. I cannot imagine what life would be like without her loving support and willingness to promote my various projects, including a book about porn! Precious few wives would be willing to indulge their husbands’ spending long hours talking to porn stars, watching porn, and devoting weekends editing papers and writing about the jizz biz. I am fortunate to be so lucky.

Third, I would like to thank my publisher. Wiley-Blackwell has been behind this project from its inception, and shown remarkable enthusiasm for a project about an admittedly controversial topic. In particular, I recognize the efforts of Fritz Allhoff, Jeff Dean, and Tiffany Mok. Fritz, the series editor of the Philosophy for Everyone line, has shown unflagging confidence in this volume, the series, and in me. I especially appreciate his ardent desire to produce excellent books, and I thank him for his constant guidance, suggestions, and feedback in helping me attain that end. Jeff, the acquisitions editor for philosophy at Wiley-Blackwell, has also been a great source of help, enthusiasm, and ideas. Tiffany helped guide me through the business side of putting together an anthology, something about which I was woefully ignorant, and I could not have done it without her. Any editor should be grateful for such wise guidance!

Finally, I thank you, the reader: enjoy the volume! The next time you engage with porn, think about it!

Dave Monroe
Saint Petersburg, FL





DAVE MONROE

DIRTY MINDEDNESS

An Introduction to Porn – Philosophy for Everyone


[image: Image]


In the pages of this anthology, the reader will find a tantalizing spread of essays about pornography. Like “gonzo” videos, the essays within are broadly arranged by topic; this allows you to “fast forward” or “rewind” to the issues that turn you on. I am confident, however, that you will find each section stimulating, as every essay is uniquely delightful and intellectually arousing.

Some may wonder whether the world needs more writing about pornography; after all, there is no dearth of academic literature on the subject. Porn has been a topic in feminist, legal, and general ethical discussions since at least the 1970s. So what is the motive for producing this anthology? The answer is simple. We have, as a culture, become more dirty minded. Yet discussions of the porn industry and its attendant issues seem largely to be limited to academic or legal contexts, locker rooms or bedchambers. In other words, the ubiquity of the subject appears to outrun the scope of the discourse. This anthology seeks to broaden the conversation about pornography, both by expanding the range of questions about porn that academics might address and by opening the conversation to those who are most familiar with it – the creators and users of porn.

The contemporary porn industry and the hordes of porn consumers have never been larger. The explosion of porn on the Internet has expanded the industry in previously undreamt ways. Nude busty women, lesbian sex, and money shots are a mere Google search away; access to porn no longer involves skulking into the shady parts of town to visit the adult theatre or video store. What’s more, porn’s relationship to pop culture has changed since the “Golden Age” of the 1970s. Porn has lampooned or perverted Hollywood story lines since then (one thinks of memorable titles like Edward Penishands), but it is evident that the dynamic has shifted. Hollywood films, television, popular magazines, and literature are now frequently giving homage to the porn industry. There is scarcely a reality show on TV that does not feature some current or former Playboy model. Movies like Zach and Miri Make a Porno celebrate, rather than denigrate, porn. “Crossovers” are surprisingly common, as well. Once, having acted in porn was equivalent to branding oneself with a scarlet letter. Actresses like Traci Lords worked tirelessly to transition into doing mainstream films and TV. Now, however, there seem to be no such stigmas. The crossover runs the other direction, as well; Kelly McCarty, Miss USA 1991 and soap opera star, signed a contract with Vivid Video in 2008.

Furthermore, celebrity sex tapes are increasingly available to the libidinous celebrity obsessed public. Non-industry performers are getting in on the act, too. Popular, and controversial, videos like the Girls Gone Wild series feature not adult actresses, but rambunctious college-aged girls willing to flash for cash. Similarly, “amateur” porn is an emerging trend on the internet – couples film their coitus and broadcast it for others to see. The rest of us, in startling numbers, are tuning in to watch.

With porn’s new dimensions come new issues to discuss. What are the ramifications of this pornographic proliferation? What moral dimensions are there to the explosion of technology and the availability of porn? How does porn potentially affect our relationships with others? Are there special ethical concerns that present themselves when amateurs act like porn professionals? How does the virtual bombardment of pornographic images affect our psychology? Does porn offer any social benefits? Do old legal concepts about porn hold up under a new cultural paradigm of dirty mindedness? What are some contemporary issues in gay porn? These and other novel issues are discussed within.

That is not to say, however, that this volume fails to address the classic issues constellated around porn. Concerns about the nature of free speech and whether porn falls under that concept, the putative artistic value of porn, gender issues, discussions of possible harms related to porn, are all covered. Thus, the reader interested in standing academic debates about porn will not be left feeling as if they have taken a cold shower.

Porn – Philosophy for Everyone is also a “crossover” book. Inside, you will find essays written not just by academic philosophers, but lawyers, psychologists, and other scholars. Our contributors come from around the world; we have Canadian, British, and Australian writers as well as American. The jewels in our crossover crown, though, are essays written or contributed to by porn industry insiders like Dylan Ryder, the Fabulous Mz. Berlin, and Roger T. Pipe. Their provocative first-hand insights about the porn business are not to be missed!

So, we who have created this anthology invite you to go behind the green door, get a little dirty minded, and think with kink! We have no doubt that you will be seduced by the tantalizing topics thrown under hot light by our authors, and be intellectually aroused. Enjoy!

In the second part of this introduction, I offer you a tour of this volume, and briefly discuss some of the issues addressed therein. I hope that you are satisfied with the spread, but of course would not object if at the end you yearn for more!

We start with a foreword by Gram Ponante, who is “America’s Beloved Porn Journalist.” I am delighted that Gram wrote the foreword, as I did not want just anyone to kick off the volume. Gram is well connected in the industry, and thus has an insider’s view of the porn business. Moreover, he is known for his critical observations and sometimes trenchant commentary regarding what he sees. He takes a philosophical approach to his work, in other words, and thus is naturally sympathetic to this anthology. As such, he is the perfect person to write the foreword.

After the foreword, we move into our first unit, a kind of foreplay to prime us for the rest of the book. I have subtitled the section Sundry Sexy Thoughts because, unlike the forthcoming units, there is no shared underlying philosophical context. Nevertheless, the essays within are alluring on their own. We start with an essay by Dylan Ryder, a contemporary porn dynamo, and yours truly. Our offering takes up the prudential question of whether a porn performer’s individual life is necessarily worse off by virtue of being in the porn industry. We argue that it is not, and that there is no essential connection between the Jizz Biz and the quality of one’s life. In making our case, we draw distinctions between various ways of valuing human lives, and argue that the common-sense view that porn stars have worse lives than “normal” folks conflates, or confuses, moral value with welfare; i.e., quality of life. Next is an essay by Andrew Aberdein, a lighthearted chapter exploring the historical connection between pornographic and philosophical literature. There is a history of porno-philosophical writing and imagery, he shows us, mostly aiming to contrast rational versus irrational forms of persuasion. He offers us a shocking, and hilarious, example of femdom representations of Aristotle and Phyllis. His essay ends with an argument attempting to show that the porno-philosophical connection raises problems for contemporary arguments against pornography.

The next unit, The Pornographic Mind, consists of essays focusing on psychological considerations relating to pornography, especially those regarding the audience. This seems a natural starting point; porn appeals to something within our psychology, or else it would lack the massive popularity it enjoys. What happens to our mind when we are porn spectators? Are our beliefs about the mental states of porn performers veridical? Is there a kind of rebelliousness against social norms going on in our minds when we view certain kinds of porn? These fascinating questions frame the issues in this section. The unit starts with a delightfully irreverent and entertaining essay by Anne K. Gordon and Shane W. Kraus, evolutionary psychologists. They performed empirical studies about the scope of belief in porn audiences about the genuineness of female orgasms in porn films. Their study reveals that men are more likely than women to believe that girls in porn actually get off, and conclude that, among its other putative negative effects, porn makes men bad lovers! Next is an essay by Theodore Bach, who explains the scope of porn consumption on the model of psychological simulation. Briefly, we use our own mind to model that of another individual, like an engineer would use a model airplane to simulate its activity. According to Bach, it is likely that the porn viewer engages in this kind of mental modeling; one thinks and feels as if he or she is actually experiencing the depicted sex acts. The upshots of this fact, he argues, are some potentially negative social implications. The final essay in this unit is written by Casey McKittrick. He addresses some of the psychological issues present in the gay “barebacking” video subgenre. “Barebacking” is an erotic celebration of condomless anal sex, and represents a substantial minority seeking to reclaim a loss of intimacy resulting from the AIDS epidemic in the gay community. The exchange of semen in gay sex is labeled as paradigmatically “risky” behavior, which results in a taboo in gay porn against condomless sex scenes. McKittrick explores Freudian psychological bases for the motive to produce, participate, and view bareback videos, while remaining neutral with respect to attendant moral implications. I am excited to include his essay, as precious little philosophical literature addresses male homosexual pornography.

The next section, Between the Sheets, deals with ethical issues relating to porn. While some consideration is given to the classical arguments about the exploitation, objectification, and harms that seem attached to the adult entertainment business, the focus of this section is on unusual topics, such as whether masturbating to porn constitutes cheating in a monogamous relationship. That being said, the first essay, by Tait Szabo, is a defense of the porn viewer’s freedom to watch porn without moral guilt. He argues for his thesis on the basis of John Stuart Mill’s Harm Principle, which roughly states that unless our actions result in genuine harm to others, we are free to pursue and enjoy whatever we wish. Szabo attempts to show that porn does not result in the sorts of harms anti-porn arguments generally posit; thus, we have no basis to condemn it, and are free to guiltlessly enjoy it. Next is an essay by Fiona Woollard. Her arguments focus on the question of whether self-gratification via porn constitutes a breach of monogamy norms. Is the moral outrage or feeling of betrayal that commonly accompanies catching your partner masturbating to Jenna reasonable? Woollard considers two possible grounds for that outrage; she categorically rejects that solo use of porn is a kind of infidelity, while conceding that some porn is damaging to relationships because it reinforces harmful attitudes that undermine loving partnerships. However, she notes, this is not true of all pornography. Darci Doll, in the unit’s final essay, offers us a cautionary tale drawn from celebrity sex tapes. Doll argues that there are benefits of taping one’ sex life, particularly in the case of celebrities who use it as a vehicle to fame, but that associated pitfalls ought to give us pause before consenting to make “private” porn. Doll is careful to distinguish morally legitimate ways of producing and distributing private sex tapes, and warns that the benefits of releasing sex tapes frequently accrue to the wrong people, if anyone.

As we hope the law follows morality, our next section centers on legal questions and philosophy of law and pornography. The authors of these essays take issue with some classic questions, such as the nature and definition of “obscenity” and the limits of free speech. If “obscenity” is not protected by our right to free speech, just what counts as “obscene”? Is there some objective way of defining it, or does the term merely denote a subjective kind of judgment or response? The first essay in the Talking Dirty section takes up this issue. Jacob M. Held argues that the concept of obscenity is insufficiently defined to ground legislation limiting our freedom of expression. This obscurity results in the inability to take interpretation out of the hands of individual judges, who are forced to rule on cases with no clear standard of the obscene. As a result, we citizens cannot have fair warning of what obscenity laws prescribe, and thus such laws fail to realize the form of law that being subject to rule of law requires. Following Held, Mimi Marinucci argues that we ought not to cave in to censorship laws, not because there is nothing wrong or harmful with porn as it stands, but because allowing more expansive censorship laws threatens other avenues of expression. Censorship serves the interests of the dominant culture (male, in this case) and so should be avoided. Rather than worrying about censoring porn, she suggests, we ought to support the production of more socially responsible kinds of pornography, including feminist porn. Lastly, J. K. Miles advances the claim that defending porn on the grounds of free speech or free expression is a failed cause. He argues that certain relevant differences between political or religious speech and porn suffice to distinguish the cases enough that porn is disqualified from protection by constitutional rights to free speech. One difference is that public displays of porn, unlike public speeches about politics or sermons, would coerce the audience into behaving in a way they may not want to – that is, watching porn. Speeches and sermons do not force you into an act against your will, whereas public displays of porn would. Therefore, porn would attempt to persuade without rational consent. This fact, Miles argues, takes porn out of the sphere of protected speech. However, he suggests that the freedom to use porn could be defended on other grounds.

The Art of Dirty unit concerns the question whether porn has artistic merit. Porn and art share media: print, film, photography, painting, and so forth. Can porn be elevated to the status of fine art? Are artworks ever also pornographic, or is art necessarily non-pornographic? Christopher Bartel, Lawrence Howe, and David Rose address these questions, and others, in the scope of this section. Bartel argues that the distinction between what is pornographic and what is artistic is not a function of the work in question, but is given by a distinction in ways of valuing that thing. We can take an artistic interest in a piece, e.g., appreciating its formal qualities, or a pornographic interest in it, e.g., getting turned on by the content of the work. These attitudes, he argues, are mutually exclusive; one cannot take an artistic interest in a painting, say, while one takes a pornographic interest in it. Bartel also wonders whether it is possible to gain an artistic attitude for an artwork via having a pornographic interest in it, and concludes that this is impossible on the basis of the exclusivity of our interests. Howe, on the other hand, works to sharpen distinctions between fine art, erotica, and pornography, and considers whether the categories overlap. Howe argues that what shows or supports the distinction is the aesthetic attitude, i.e., contemplative distance, or disinterestedness in the object of one’s appreciation. Pornography does not allow us to enter the aesthetic attitude, partly due to its apparent lack of other aesthetic qualities; e.g., proportion, unity in diversity, and so on. Porn differs from erotica, on the other hand, in that erotica promotes a sympathetic relation between the viewer and represented objects, which is missing in porn. The distinction between erotica and fine art is harder to draw, he concedes, but he ultimately concludes that erotica is closer to fine art than to porn. David Rose, in the unit’s last essay, considers reasons generally given to treat pornographic works as different from other aesthetic objects. Rose argues that standard moral reasons, e.g., that porn is exploitative, coercive, harmful to women, and so on, are insufficient to ground legislation against porn because they neither identify a characteristic wrongness unique to porn nor ensure consensus. However, Rose argues that there is such a ground for legislation because proper artistic objects play a special role in the promotion of societal values, relationships, and a culture’s self-identity, whereas porn degrades them.

The next unit is about the interpenetration of technology and porn. Clearly, improvements in technology have opened new horizons for the porn industry; its product is easier than ever to obtain and use, is cheaper to produce and distribute via Internet sites, and digital interactivity expands rapidly. Roger T. Pipe, a porn critic, offers an insider’s perspective on the affects of this technological explosion. He takes us through the history of the contemporary adult film industry, from the raincoater days of XXX theatres to the current Internet era, and wonders whether or not these “advances” have been for the better. Matthew Brophy recognizes new moral problems emerging with innovative porn technologies, and prognosticates further issues as more advanced virtual realities arise. If porn becomes qualitatively indistinguishable from normal sex, and we can determine the precise characteristics of our ideal lovers with a click of a button, Brophy argues this will undermine traditional virtues requisite for human flourishing, and promote moral vice.

Our final unit, Kink, takes up special issues in “alternative” or “fringe” porn. With McKittrick’s essay being the sole exception, our earlier essays have dealt with “mainstream” porn. Defining mainstream porn is difficult, but I think the standard form is the sort of porn that is found on most websites and adult videos; i.e., heterosexual porn, usually with some oral sex and a few positions thrown in for spice, culminating in “the money shot.” Alternative or fringe porn deviates from that model. The first essay in this section, by Chad Parkhill, investigates the seeming oddity of heterosexual men enjoying girl-girl pornography; since male sexuality is excluded in lesbian porn, why do men find it so attractive? Appealing to Lacanian psychoanalysis, Parkhill distinguishes between kinds of pleasure men can have in watching lesbian porn, plaisir and jouissance, arguing that the latter involves an “ego shattering” pleasure that precludes male “intrusion.” For that reason, he concludes that jouissance is the morally preferable kind of pleasure for men to feel when watching girl-girl porn. In the next essay, Ummni Khan argues against the rough legal treatment of sadomasochistic porn. Khan argues that in the case of SM porn, legal systems have systematically ignored the role of consent in mitigating “violence” in SM contexts, and as a result have propagated violence against the SM community. The violence comes in three forms: physical, phenomenological, and epistemic. Physical violence consists in disproportionate legal punishments and imprisonment in violation of the principle of proportionality of punishment. Phenomenological violence consists in enforcing a stipulated “true” sexuality that is likely not consonant with an individual’s experiences, and epistemic violence restricts the freedom of individuals on the basis of judgments that are false or obscure, or lacking in sufficient justification. Thus, governments systematically wrong those who are into SM porn. The final essay in this section, and indeed, the anthology itself, is an interview with the Fabulous Mz. Berlin. Berlin is a popular dominatrix who acts in, directs, and produces BDSM films. Additionally, she works as an actress in “vanilla” XXX. In the interview, Berlin answers questions about the porn industry in general, as well as her experiences as a dominatrix. She discusses the nature of informed consent, the role that concept plays in determining acceptable contexts for filming dirty movies, the nature of torture, fluid gender roles, and various other exciting topics. Her thoughts are fittingly the last – ruminations from an educated woman both on the inside and at the boundaries of the porn industry.

In closing, I hope that you enjoy this volume as much as I enjoyed working on it. I also hope that it helps you think philosophically about porn. Enjoy!





PART I

LIGHTS, CAMERA, ACTION! SUNDRY SEXY THOUGHTS





DYLAN RYDER AND DAVE MONROE

CHAPTER 1

THE JIZZ BIZ AND QUALITY OF LIFE
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Dylan Ryder, co-author of this essay, is a contemporary porn star. Her job involves having sex with various men and women, and having that sex recorded for the voyeuristic enjoyment of others. It goes without saying that this job is unlike most of ours; we spend time in offices daydreaming at water coolers, slaving away on factory floors, cooking and serving food, teaching classes, or at sundry other occupations. She gets paid to have sex on camera, to bare what most of us would not dare – our naked bodies and sexual activities. Dylan’s job is not a “normal” occupation, at least in the sense that it is unusual. But what do you think of when you think about the life a porn star leads? Some of you may romanticize about the sexual pleasure they seem to enjoy, or perhaps think that the “rock star” lifestyle many porn stars, like Jenna Jameson, lead is attractive and fun. Being a porn star holds a taboo allure, one might think, a way of life that is more “exciting,” and better than, the life one currently lives. Dylan and Dave suspect that those beliefs are held by a small minority. More likely, the majority opinion is that the life of a porn star is worse than average.

It seems that the pre-reflective, common-sense opinion about a porn star’s quality of life holds that because (as the arguments usually go) porn stars are objectified, coerced, degraded, or exploited, their lives must be worse off than the lives of “normal people.” Don’t movies like Boogie Nights show us that “something must be wrong or missing” in someone’s life that drives one into the porn business, and that once in things only get worse? Most people believe that porn professionals are drug addicts, have been sexually abused in their present or past, or are coerced or forced into the business by someone else, usually an abusive pimp. After all, what sort of decent, self-respecting person would have sex on camera – for money?

Our essay explores the prudential question of whether a porn actor’s life is necessarily better or worse off by virtue of his or her profession. The issue, we take it, is about one’s individual welfare, or the quality of one’s individual life. That is, one might say, how “well” or “ill” one’s life is going. We will call this “prudential” value: the value of one’s own life to oneself. So, in short, the claim for which we will argue is that being involved in porn does not necessarily interfere with one’s having a prudentially “good life.”

Our arguments will attempt to demonstrate that popular opinion is mistaken; even if it is true that the porn business is an immoral institution, which we do not believe it is, it does not follow that the individual porn actor’s life is worse off. In defense of our claim, we will discuss what we take to be the “common-sense” popular opinion sketched above, elaborate what we take to be mistaken assumptions behind it, and argue against them. We will also distinguish between various ways of valuing a human life, and suggest that part of the impetus for the common-sense view rests on confusing a distinction between the “moral” quality of life and prudential quality of life, aka “wellbeing” or “welfare.”1 We will argue in favor of this distinction in an effort to show that there is no necessary connection between moral or immoral things happening to a person and the quality of that person’s life. Furthermore, we will consider potential objections to our conclusion, including the classic “Happy Slave” thought experiment that seems to give reason to reject our claims. In the end, we do not think these objections succeed. Being a porn star does not necessarily impede the prudential value of one’s life.

Eeew! Sucks to be a Porn Star!

Before we get into a discussion of our rejection of popular opinion, we ought to outline, in a little more detail, just what that is. Again, we take the main thesis to be the belief that something must be wrong in a porn star’s life if they are making porn, and that the wrongness perpetuated by the porn industry must affect the individual welfare of that porn star. For instance, a defender of the popular opinion may point out that it is not “normal” to have sex for money and record it for others’ enjoyment; porn actors display an abnormal level of exhibitionism, and that must reveal some kind of psychological defect, more compelling addiction, or coercion. There are voids in that person’s life, in other words, that she or he mistakenly turns to porn to fill. Furthermore, one may say, it is not normal to place so little “value” on sexual activity, and that may indicate a history or current track record of sexual abuse. On the basis of this thinking, getting into the porn business seems to show that there is already some diminution of welfare that drives one into the business. Thereafter, it may appear, things get worse.

Popular opinion also sees the porn industry as propagating poor quality of life. Those who produce porn films are guilty of coercing performers into doing things they may not be comfortable with, degrading them, exploiting their damaged circumstances (e.g., taking advantage of the fact that a porn star may have a drug habit to support), and objectifying them as a matter of course; that is, treating them as “things” rather than persons. Given that they are victims of, or complicit in, so much “wrongdoing,” we must conclude that the lives of porn stars are worse off than most of ours.

We believe that the popularity and plausibility of this opinion rests on several assumptions. First, there is the assumption that departing from “normal” sexual behavior represents a kind of character defect. Second, there is an assumption that sex acts have a special significance that the porn actor does not recognize or ignores due to some interfering factor. Third, and most significant, is the assumption that there is a necessary connection between morality and welfare. One could attribute these assumptions to certain religious-based views about the significance of sexual activity and definitions stipulating “normal” sexual behavior. Undoubtedly, many who hold the popular opinion accept these assumptions on the basis of their religious backgrounds. However, that may not be true, especially with respect to the belief that moral quality of life is essential to one’s welfare.2 Aristotle defends this view, telling us that virtue is a necessary condition for eudaemonia, or “faring well.” That is, if we are not virtuous, we have no hope of a satisfying, good life. Of course, we reject this view and its assumptions, so we will turn now to our arguments against them.

Get Out Of My Bed!

It is manifestly false that porn stars are scummy people universally lacking in character, have drug problems, were sexually abused, have bad family lives, have mental defects, or any of the panoply of assumed flaws. Dylan, for example, has spent a great deal of time doing non-profit work for charities that “normal” people tend to praise; in fact, she was a substance abuse counselor for prison inmates preparing for their release. She has lived a regular life in which she competed in sports, was free from sexual assault, and so forth. She currently attends college, and has a great relationship with her parents and siblings. There are some, like Dylan, who simply like the business, embrace their sexuality, and relish putting it on display for the enjoyment of others. No doubt there are some who have the aforementioned issues, but the assumption that porn performers must be somehow defective to get into the business is false.

Does departing from “normal” sexual behavior represent some kind of character defect? This assumption is problematic. There are certainly clear cases in which one departs too radically from sexual norms, such as molesting children. The moral issue is clear – it involves victimizing and exploiting people who are powerless to defend themselves and cannot give informed consent.3 But what about cases that involve fully developed adults making informed choices to act on certain non-standard sexual preferences? Such individuals exercise their autonomy in a way that does not involve actively harming others. Does this represent a kind of “character defect”? It may, if we understand “character” in this context as conforming to some Pauline standard of sexual morality, or believe that a specific kind of sex life contributes to human flourishing, e.g., monogamy. If that were actually true, then perhaps there is some substance to this assumption and our sexuality assumes a special significance.

Whether or not this is true, however, is a matter of debate. It is not our purpose here to settle this matter entirely, so we will only pause to throw doubt on the assumption that “normal” sexual mores are justified or that they have any special connection to the prudential value of our lives. In the absence of some purpose-driven worldview, it is difficult to elaborate why sex ought to have the significance generally attached to it. If one does not go in for that sort of thing, then there’s little reason, outside of mere social convention, to believe that there is a well-defined “sexual normality.” What if sexual norms are just a matter of social convention? Insisting that porn stars should follow social norms because they are social norms is not justified. After all, there are better and worse social norms and practices, and we ought to give some defense of why a particular set of norms and practices is acceptable. That is part of the point at issue here, so to say that porn stars are “abnormal” because they do not practice monogamy, are exhibitionists, and get paid for “doing it” is no help. The fact that most people do not act like porn stars in bed does not, by itself, mean that what the porn stars are doing is wrong. That is not to say that we cannot place limits on acceptable sexual behavior, as we have suggested above. Informed consent and lack of harm seem to place those limits nicely. But those limits do not depend on “what most people do.”

Even if there is some moral significance to “normal” sex, and some morally right way to do it, that does not establish a necessary connection to our wellbeing. It may be true that being in “normal” sexual relationships makes available to us prudential goods that we might otherwise not realize. However, a connection between those further goods, such as constant companionship, and our welfare would require demonstration, and the connection is likely to be contingent or accidental at best. Showing a relationship may be possible, but those prudential goods would have to be proven better than the goods provided by “abnormal” practices, and that is a tall order. However, there is reason to be dubious of the claim that sex plays a special role in wellbeing to begin with. There are some, e.g., priests and clerics of various religions, who abstain from any sort of sexual activity, and it would be presumptuous of us to assume that they are necessarily worse off for it.

What about the Aristotelian claim that virtue is a necessary condition for human flourishing? Will being morally good climax in my own wellbeing, or at least make wellbeing possible? Putting it bluntly, no. Many philosophers have noted that one can conceive of a perfectly immoral person enjoying personal welfare in spite of his wickedness; doing so does not result in contradiction, which means such a case is logically possible. Thus, being virtuous is not necessary for our personal welfare. What of other moral theories? Is acting morally a condition of the good life? Again, it does not seem so. Utilitarianism’s value maximizing principle leaves open the possibility, despite the fact that the valued end is both morally and prudentially valuable, that doing the “right thing” would force us to sacrifice our own welfare for that of others. Kant’s deontology severs clean the connection between welfare and ethics; we are obligated to follow morality’s principles regardless of how it affects the quality of our lives. Taking a cue from the utilitarians and Kant, then, we should understand morality as setting limits on our quality of life, or at least the ways in which we are allowed to pursue it. However, being moral is not a condition for our wellbeing, and it is perfectly conceivable that a villain could enjoy as much prudential quality of life as the rest of us. Thus, even if those working in the porn industry are doing something immoral, or have tarnished characters, it does not follow that they are “worse off” from the perspective of their own welfare. Neither does it follow that having immoral things happen to us necessarily inhibits our welfare. To see why the latter is true, we need to sharpen the distinction between moral and prudential value.

Ways of Valuing Lives

There are as many ways of valuing lives as there are kinds of values. A life may be morally valuable, aesthetically valuable, intellectually valuable, historically valuable, and so on. For any such value, we can say with a straight face that one leads a “good” or “bad” life; that is, good or bad relative to whatever value we mean when we make the judgment. Sometimes these evaluations overlap. Mother Teresa, for instance, lived a morally and historically significant (that is, good) life. While these values are distinct, the fact that they often overlap and the fact that we use the same evaluative terms for each (good, bad, and so forth) creates ambiguity. This ambiguity is responsible, we think, for the concern that the porn industry propagates poor quality of life. It is based on confusing, once again, the moral quality of one’s life with one’s welfare.

What exactly distinguishes moral quality of life from prudential wellbeing? When we are talking about the welfare, or wellbeing, of an individual we mean roughly how well or ill that person’s life is going. There must be someone whose life is going well, and furthermore, that person must be able to recognize that it is so. Prudential value is the value of your life from your perspective; there is an essentially subjective element to welfare. What constitutes welfare varies from person to person, so Dylan’s beliefs about what makes her life worthwhile could radically differ from Dave’s. For example, Dylan may think her life is better off because of her ability to swim, exercise, or have sex for a living, while Dave finds satisfaction in teaching. If Dave tells us that teaching contributes to his life being “good,” or worthwhile, he is not saying at the same time that we all ought to teach and attain that good. Given the subjective nature of welfare, it also seems that the person best positioned to make welfare judgments is the individual whose life is in question. Dylan is the best judge of how Dylan’s life is going, in other words.

Morality, if it is worth its salt, is not “optional” in the way our welfare seem to be. Morality and its dictates seem to be universal and not purely contingent on our subjective mental states; that is, if there are moral rules Dave ought to follow or character traits that Dylan ought to develop, then so ought everyone else. Judgments about the moral standing of one’s life, then, need not involve reference to anything subjective. Judging the wickedness of Hitler or Dahmer does not depend at all on whether they thought what they were doing was wrong, in other words. It is perfectly possible that one could fail to recognize a diminished or increased moral quality of life. But this, we suggest, is not true with one’s own welfare, precisely because what constitutes one’s welfare depends upon one’s own subjective viewpoint.4 The two ways of judging the “quality of one’s life” are distinct, and thus it is possible that one could have a low moral life-value and high welfare, or vice versa.

If we are right, then we have advanced our claim that even if the porn business is immoral and subjects its employees to moral harms, it does not follow that the particular porn performer’s wellbeing is necessarily diminished.

“Not so fast, my friend,” Lee Corso might exclaim at this point. “There is an objection to your view that you have not considered.” That is true. So, in the next section, we will consider some important objections to our argument and attempt to show that they fall short of the mark.

Climax: Happy Slaves, Oppression, and Quality of Life

Suppose we were to consider the lot of a slave. What would we think when we considered her life? Most of us, when asked if that slave had a high quality of life, would think that she endures the worst kind of life. The slave is oppressed, compelled to work against her will, and enjoys very little opportunity for advancement or prospects for what we might normally associate with factors contributing to wellbeing. Nevertheless, if asked, our slave might report that her life is just fine. In fact, she may claim that she enjoys a high degree of wellbeing. Our intuitions seem to be at variance with her subjective judgment about how her life is going; while she may report satisfaction with her life, we recognize immediately that something is amiss. Intuitively, we see that oppression and slavery reduce quality of life.

What the aptly named Happy Slave example supposedly shows is that in order to make sense of these judgments, we must draw a distinction between subjective quality of life (or wellbeing) and objective quality of life. The subjective sort simply depends on the perspectives, preferences, desires, or whatever, of a person (consonant with our position outlined above), but the objective judgment that the slave’s life is worse off, despite her subjective mind states, requires some external, objective understanding of wellbeing. Thus, wellbeing does not simply amount to whatever we like or find worthwhile – something else matters, too. If this is true, then one may be mistaken about whether one actually enjoys a meaningful level of wellbeing.

We can replace the “happy slave” with the “happy porn star” and we get essentially the question that is the target of our essay. Why isn’t the porn star simply wrong about her quality of life? It may seem to her as if her life is a good one, but in fact it is not. To establish our claim that being a porn star does not necessarily diminish one’s wellbeing, then, requires our dealing with the Happy Slave problem.

Fortunately, others working in the context of medical ethics have blazed a trail for us to follow. Ron Amundson, in defense of the plausibility of subjective accounts of wellbeing, argues against the intuitions “shown” by the Happy Slave problem by pointing out some epistemological problems. We seem to have an upper hand in understanding the slave’s plight because we are third-person observers, that is, outsiders, who recognize the objectification, coercion, and so forth. And we think “if only the slave knew what was good for her, she would recognize how horrible her life really is.” That may be true, Amundson concedes, but that special standpoint does not generalize beyond obvious cases like slavery. There are many cases in which third-personal knowledge of a person’s situation does not yield grounds for accurate judgments about another person’s welfare. Amundson points out that precisely the opposite is true with respect to physical disability. A curious fact about quality of life reports from disabled people is that they tend to be about the same, or sometimes even better, than those of “normal” people. That is, their subjective quality of life does not differ on the basis of physical limitations, despite the fact that our “intuitions” tell us that such a life is worse than normal. Who is really in the right position to make the judgment that disability decreases quality of life: a disabled person or an outsider? The answer seems clear – the person who has endured the disability knows better the quality of her life than those of us who have not “walked a mile in her shoes.” Furthermore, Amundson argues, unless we have a robust understanding of what “objective” quality of life consists in, we have no way of telling whether our judgments about the wellbeing of the disabled are legitimate, or the result of social stigmas.5

One could apply the same response, changing what needs to be changed, to the case of the porn star. Is it more like the plight of the slave, or the plight of the disabled? What are the “objective” factors that determine our wellbeing? Do our judgments about the quality of porn star lives simply reflect a social stigma? We are inclined to think the latter is true. Are there objective factors that determine our quality of life? Perhaps there are, but we suspect that any putative objective factor offered as an answer will be susceptible to the “anomaly” seen above in the case of physical disability. Our lives may lack some, or many, of the putative objective “facts” about wellbeing, yet nevertheless our subjective reports of prudential value could be “normal” or better. We make psychological adjustments to the objective conditions of our lives, and those adjustments preserve the possibility of our maintaining a high degree of wellbeing.

We are not convinced that the Happy Slave shows what it wants to show in the first place. Are we forced to conclude that there must be some objective factor to wellbeing on the basis of the fact that we make the third-person judgment that the slave is worse off? No. We believe that this example has force precisely because it confuses or conflates the distinction made above concerning moral and prudential value. It is clear that something is wrong in the slave case – something immoral occurs when people are forced into servitude against their will, oppressed, and so forth. The patent immorality of the situation confuses us into accepting that the slave’s life must be worse off; she is the non-consensual victim of a wicked institution, cruel treatment, and restrictions on her autonomy. Her life is morally worse off, that much is clear. Nevertheless, as we argued above, this does not determine anything with respect to her wellbeing. She may, without contradiction, genuinely judge that her quality of life is high, despite the fact that she suffers ill use at the hands of others. Again, changing what needs to be changed, the same applies to the case of a porn performer.

One might point out that we have good reason to doubt the sincerity of a porn star’s subjective report about her wellbeing. How do we know that when a porn performer, like Dylan, tells us her life is great and that she enjoys porn she really means it? Is it not likely that her claims are coerced, either directly and indirectly, and if so, why should we believe what she says? The same may be true of the slave, women in oppressive cultures, and regular dudes who work for Budweiser. It is a common occurrence. Few of us are willing to risk getting in trouble by not “towing the party line,” as it were. The porn star risks her livelihood by being honest. Telling the truth about how much porn star lives suck would be a quick route to the industry blacklist.

We concede that this is possible, in practice. Some porn employees may simply be towing the party line when they tell us how much they love their jobs, working in the industry, having hot nasty sex for money, and so on. But suppose we fixed the conditions under which they made assertions about their wellbeing. Suppose we could assure that no one in the industry would ever discover what they said, and do so in a way that promised no repercussions or loss of livelihood? Why then would we doubt what they told us? In principle, the interference or coercion would be obviated, so we would have no reason to doubt their sincerity. Besides, this is an empirical question we could resolve with the right kind of blind survey, and is somewhat beside the point of whether a porn star could enjoy a high quality of life despite her industry.

The last objection we will consider might go as follows: “Suppose you are right that being exploited, coerced, and so on does not necessarily diminish one’s wellbeing. Doesn’t this seem to excuse the bad behavior of oppressive individuals and institutions? For example, one may argue that ‘since so-and-so (insert victim or victim group here) is not necessarily “worse off” for my oppression, there is little reason for me to stop doing what I am doing.’ After all, no one is necessarily ‘hurt’ by the oppressive activity – one can live a fulfilling life in spite of it all.”

In response, we concede that in practice some may rationalize their bad behavior in this way. However, it does not follow that one legitimately justifies their oppressive conduct by appealing to the fact that the oppression does not necessarily diminish the wellbeing of the oppressed. We have distinguished moral value from wellbeing, so where there are genuinely oppressive or exploitative institutions or individuals, we can condemn them on independent moral grounds. An adequate moral theory should enable us to make these judgments irrespective of whether or not the victims of moral villainy are “worse off” prudentially. Incidentally, we are not convinced that the porn biz is an institution of oppression, like slavery, guilty and in need of condemnation. We will leave those arguments to others writing in this anthology, though.

Afterglow

If our arguments are correct, we have shown that popular opinion about the wellbeing of porn stars is misguided. It is not true that all porn performers are character deficient or flawed, and even if some are it may make no difference to whether they find their lives satisfying. Neither is it necessarily true that working in porn contributes to a lack of wellbeing; some porn stars may find great satisfaction in their work, even if the porn business treats them badly. What constitutes their wellbeing is something that only they, individually, can determine, and it is not for us to pity them or think “we know better” on the basis of misguided social stigmas.

NOTES

1 Note that we are not interested in developing a robust account of welfare. We will base the distinction between morality and quality of life on features we believe to be essential to any adequate theory of welfare; e.g., the fact that welfare judgments require a first-personal component, or the perspective of the person whose life it is.

2 For a defense of this kind of view, see Vincent Punzo, “Morality and Human Sexuality” in Reflective Naturalism (Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 1969).

3 We assume that minors are not cognitively developed or informed enough to rationally decide to engage in sex with those older than them.

4 Again, we are not interested in deciding the source of those standards, such as desire-satisfaction, personal pleasure, and so forth. Our goal is not to elaborate a fully defended account of welfare, but we are convinced that whatever it is, it is essentially subjective.

5 Ron Amundson, “Disability, Ideology, and Quality of Life: A Bias in Biomedical Ethics,” in D. Wasserman et al. (eds.) Quality of Life and the Human Difference: Genetic Testing, Healthcare and Disability (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 110–13.





ANDREW ABERDEIN

CHAPTER 2

STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

The Interpenetration of Philosophy and Pornography

Have You Anything Philosophical?
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Patrons of pre-revolutionary French bookshops who requested “livres philosophiques” did not receive what their modern counterparts would expect. As the book dealer Hubert Cazin explained to the officers holding him in the Bastille, the term was “a conventional expression in the book trade to characterize everything that is forbidden.”1 Research by historian Robert Darnton in the extensive archives of the eighteenth-century Swiss publisher Société typographique de Neuchâtel has shown that this use of “philosophical books” was widespread. The term encompassed categories of book we now keep separate: the irreligious, the seditious, the libelous, but above all the pornographic.

What should we make of this curious practice? An initial suspicion would be that Cazin and his colleagues were just trying to put the authorities off the scent. Satisfying the French appetite for clandestine literature was a risky endeavor, but lucrative for the determined and ingenious. One stratagem was to “marry” the unbound sheets of such material with sheets from blameless works, interleaving them to escape detection by customs officers.2 Perhaps the euphemism “philosophical books” worked the same way – hiding the explicit and salacious in a tedious-sounding category censors would be quick to overlook. However, reality is considerably stranger. Firstly, many of the ideas which the French censor found too controversial were in some respect philosophical, such as challenges to the authority of the monarchy or the Catholic Church. But that does not explain the classification of overt pornography as philosophical. Secondly, although some of the works fit happily into modern categories, whether as respectable Enlightenment classics or disreputable libertine smut, many others are hopelessly hybridized: improbable marriages of philosophy and pornography.

Closer inspection of some individual works and their authors may make the situation clearer. Denis Diderot (1713–84) was one of the giants of the French Enlightenment. Best known as the principal editor and contributor of the Encyclopédie, a 35-volume treasury of scientifically and politically progressive thought, and as the author of works disseminating innovative philosophical ideas, he was also responsible for Les Bijoux indiscrets (1748).3 This novel concerns one “Sultan Mangogul” (a thinly veiled caricature of Louis XV), who acquires a magic ring with which he may command women’s genitals to speak. The central conceit, that the women’s lower lips speak truths their upper lips disavow, is not original to Diderot, and may be traced back to the thirteenth-century fable “Le Chevalier Qui Fist Parler les Cons.”4 Despite its apparent misogyny, this idea has been appropriated by feminist philosophers such as Luce Irigaray as a positive metaphor for the subtleties of female communication.5 Diderot’s excursions into the erotic were not restricted to his youth. At the opposite end of his career he published Supplément au voyage de Bougainville (1772). This fictional work expands the description of Tahiti by the explorer Louis-Antoine, Comte de Bougainville (1729–1811) into a utopian vision of free love, and a powerful statement of the Enlightenment myth of the “noble savage”: that life in a state of nature would be free and blissful.

The philosophical writings of Jean-Baptiste de Boyer, Marquis d’Argens (1704–71) were almost as numerous as those of Diderot, but are now little read. His principal claim to literary immortality may be Thérèse philosophe (1748), a sexually explicit work he never publicly acknowledged. The title translates as “Thérèse, Philosopher” and may allude to an early Enlightenment manifesto, Le Philosophe (1743),6 attributed to César Chesneau Dumarsais (1676–1756) and later reworked by both Diderot and Voltaire. Dumarsais presents an ideal of the (male) philosopher: committed to reason, which he follows wherever it leads, impatient with religious superstition and conventional morality, conscious of how subject he is to external causes, but determined to understand their influence upon him. Argens’s novel concludes with a similar statement of Enlightenment values:

[W]e do not think as we like. The soul has no will, and is only influenced by the senses; that is to say by matter. Reason enlightens us, but cannot determine our actions. Self-love (the pleasure we hope for or the pain we try to avoid) is the motivating force for all our decisions. . . . There is no religion for God is sufficient unto Himself.7

However, Thérèse acquires these insights from primarily sexual experience. Withdrawn from her convent by a mother concerned that celibacy is fatally weakening her constitution, she first seeks refuge with a celebrated divine, Father Dirrag, an anagrammatic allusion to Jean-Baptiste Girard (1680–1733), a Jesuit whose alleged seduction of a female pupil was a recent scandal. Dirrag is revealed to Thérèse as a hypocrite – she eavesdrops as he persuades a naive (or concupiscent) pupil, through materialist arguments masquerading as Christianity, to accept as spiritual exercises a series of increasingly sexual acts, culminating with an orgasm the pupil mistakes for a transport of religious ecstasy. Thérèse is rescued by a family friend, Mme C., who it transpires is cheerfully cohabiting with another priest, the Abbé T. Again, the still virginal but increasingly voyeuristic Thérèse observes them at close quarters, as they alternate between sexual and philosophical intercourse. Eventually, after an interlude conversing with a retired prostitute (a venerable theme, as we shall see), Thérèse finds contentment as the mistress of an intellectual count who bets his library against her virginity that she will be unable to spend two weeks reading the former without volunteering to surrender the latter. Thus, the textual and the sexual intermingle in the novel’s form and content.

By far the best known, indeed infamous, of French Enlightenment pornographers is Donatien-Alphonse-François, Marquis de Sade (1740–1814). He is less well known as a philosopher. None of his publications are primarily philosophical in the twenty-first-century sense, although commentators have professed to extract significant philosophical content. This should not surprise – his works are similar in structure to Thérèse philosophe: explicit sex interrupted by philosophical argument, or vice versa, depending on your priorities. For example, in his dialogue La Philosophie dans le boudoir (1795) the initially virginal Eugénie receives (enthusiastically) a hands-on sexual education from three older debauchees, one of whom breaks off mid-orgy to read aloud a recently purchased pamphlet, “Frenchmen! One more effort, if you truly wish to be republicans!” This argues for the abolition of capital punishment, on the novel grounds that the crimes for which it was traditionally exacted, calumny, theft, immorality, and murder, are not crimes at all, since entirely natural. This argument is typical of Sade – he categorically rejects the cheerful optimism about human nature we saw in Diderot’s vision of Tahiti, while apparently endorsing the Enlightenment argument that laws of nature should trump the laws of man. Sade’s view of life in a state of nature is at least as bleak as Thomas Hobbes’s “nasty, brutish and short,” and the nastiness is explored in remorseless detail and at prodigious length. Even Philosophie, the shortest and most light-hearted of his pornographic works, culminates with Eugénie raping and, by implication, murdering her own mother. The tricky question Sade’s interpreters have never resolved is whether he should be read as a satirist, showing by the blackest of comedy how the Enlightenment project can lead to an abominable conclusion, or whether he sincerely embraces those abominations.

These three examples demonstrate not only that some “philosophical books” were written by actual philosophers, but also the intimacy of the synthesis of philosophy with pornography widespread in the literary undergrowth of the French Enlightenment.

A Deeper Exploration

One way of understanding the surprising connection between pornography and philosophy is to explore their shared history. The history of pornography, however, raises questions of definition which go beyond the scope of this chapter. Firstly, I shall make no attempt to distinguish pornography from erotica; secondly, I propose to understand them both as texts and images intended to produce sexual arousal. This is a conscious oversimplification, even for twenty-first-century pornography. It may be criticized as excluding some material, or including too much, or as resting on a fundamentally wrong-headed approach. Matters become far worse when we go back in time. It has been argued that the word “pornography” is a nineteenth-century neologism.8 Of course, we could say with US Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart that we know pornography when we see it.9 Surely historical “pornography” had a similar effect on its consumers as the modern sort, whatever they called it? This appeal to common sense is plausible, but can lead us astray the further back we go. Victorian archeologists excavating Pompeii confidently designated any building with sexually explicit wall paintings as a brothel, eventually identifying 35 of them, 80 times as many per capita as Rome itself.10 Modern classicists interpret the material differently, concluding that the Romans had, by modern standards, an astonishingly broad-minded approach to interior décor. Shorn of context, the Pompeiian wall paintings strike us as pornographic, but perhaps the Romans saw them differently. Projecting our own standards into the past can lead to profound misunderstanding.

Nevertheless, these worries can be answered directly for at least one work: L’Ecole des filles (1655), whose pretensions to philosophy are explicit in its subtitle, La Philosophie des dames. Its authorship has never been satisfactorily established, although its publishers, Jean L’Ange and Michel Millot, were respectively fined and hanged in effigy as putative authors.11 The reader response to this book is unusually well documented. The English diarist Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) records encountering it at a bookshop on 13 January 1668. His initial expectations of a suitable present for his wife are overturned by a quick browse, but on 8 February he returns to buy a copy for himself. The following night he reads it:

I did read through L’Escholle des Filles; a lewd book, but what doth me no wrong to read for information sake (but it did hazer [cause] my prick para [to] stand all the while, and una vez to decharger [to discharge once]); and after I had done it, I burned it, that it might not be among my books to my shame; and so at night to supper and then to bed.12

The ejaculatory effect, ineffectually concealed by Pepys’s macaronic jargon, and indeed the subsequent incineration, are recognizable in more modern porn consumers. The book which so moved Pepys is a dialogue between two women, in which the experienced Susanne instructs the prospective bride Fanchon in sexual technique. Its claims to philosophical interest may seem slim, but it has been read as both satirizing and utilizing the new scientific method of René Descartes – after a “discourse on method,” a “process of discovery . . . unfolds: isolation in a heated room, elimination of customary prejudices and external authorities, introspection and lucidly ordered exposition of the fundamentals derived from it.”13

The device of a young woman receiving sexual education from a more experienced woman is widespread; we saw it in Thérèse philosophe and La Philosophie dans le boudoir. The older woman is often, although not invariably, a current or former prostitute, hence such works are sometimes described as whore or courtesan dialogues. Numerous other contemporary examples could be cited; the common inspiration seems to be the Ragionamenti, or Dialogues, of Pietro Aretino (1492–1556) which first appeared in 1536, with a sequel in 1556. Aretino, a Renaissance humanist, made an even more influential contribution to erotic literature, the Sonetti sopra I ‘XVI Modi’ (1524), or “sonnets on the sixteen ways of doing it.” These verses were inspired by a series of prints anatomically detailed enough to land their engraver in a papal prison. Aretino successfully lobbied the pope for his release – and then composed the accompanying sonnets.14 The first of the Ragionamenti is a debate between two women, Nanna and Antonia, as to which of the three careers available to women – wife, nun, or whore – Nanna should choose for her daughter Pippa. They decide on the last, since “the nun betrays her holy vows and the married woman murders the holy bond of matrimony, but the whore violates neither her monastery nor her husband.”15 In the sequel Pippa receives an education in her future career.

The Ragionamenti are in part a satire on the more earnest dialogues of Aretino’s contemporary Renaissance humanists. They in turn were inspired by the resurgence of interest in Plato, whose principal works were translated into Latin in the fifteenth century, having being unknown in Western Europe for centuries.16 Of particular influence was Plato’s Symposium, a dialogue debating the nature of love. The preferred theory involves an ascent from mere physical lust to more rarefied forms of love, culminating in an abstract intellectual ideal. The Renaissance reading of this passage is the source for the concept of “platonic love” – although our use of that idea overlooks its roots in physical intimacy. An even closer connection between sex and philosophy may be found elsewhere in Plato’s work. In his Republic Plato has Socrates characterize philosophy as at “the mercy of others who aren’t good enough for her, and who defile her and gain her the kind of tarnished reputation you say her detractors ascribe to her – for going about with people who are either worthless or obnoxious.”17 This sexual metaphor for philosophy may mark the inception of its relationship with pornography.

Plato is the best-known author of Socratic dialogues, in which philosophical ideas are developed in conversation between Socrates and supportive or hostile interlocutors. Socratic dialogues were written both by former pupils such as Plato and Xenophon, and by later writers with no direct acquaintance with Socrates. Since Socrates left behind no writings of his own, such works are our only access to his thought, but it is clear that the Socratic dialogue developed a life of its own as a leading genre of ancient philosophy. Correspondingly, the courtesan dialogue was a leading genre of ancient pornography. The best-known surviving example is that of Lucian, the second-century ad humorist, whose work is likely to have influenced Aretino.18

Crossovers – dialogues between philosophers and courtesans – are surprisingly common.19 This juxtaposition seems to have served a variety of purposes for ancient authors. It could be satirical: Epicurus and his school were often linked to courtesans in this way, since he admitted women and taught that pleasure was the highest good. (The innuendo was misleading, since the Epicurean ideal was closer to the avoidance of pain than unbridled hedonism.) But one of the most frequent purposes of these comparisons is to reflect on persuasion, something both professions have in common, whether by deduction or seduction. This could serve to unite or separate philosophers and courtesans, as demonstrated by two younger contemporaries of Lucian. Alciphron finds a lowest common denominator: “the means by which they persuade are different; but one end – gain – is the goal for both”; whereas Aelian has Socrates distinguish himself from a courtesan in terms of his comparative lack of success: “you lead all of your followers on the downward path while I force them to move toward virtue. The ascent is steep and unfamiliar for most people.”20 I shall return to these two modes of persuasion in the final section.

The Lay of Aristotle

Although Plato’s works were scarcely known in the Middle Ages, Aristotle was so strongly associated with philosophy that he could be referred to just as “The Philosopher.” Yet many medieval and early modern depictions of Aristotle show him naked, on all fours, and being whipped by a woman riding on his back, as in figure 2.1.21 An analysis of this unexpected predilection for female domination may clarify the relationship between physicality and philosophy. The narrative behind these images describes Aristotle’s humbling by the mistress of his pupil, Alexander the Great. The earliest known version is Henri d’Andeli’s thirteenth-century Lay of Aristotle, which was frequently retold. Whether or not Andeli invented the story, no modern commentator supposes it to have any connection to the historical Aristotle.22 In the story Alexander, campaigning in India, is distracted from his duties by an affair with a local girl. (Andeli does not name the girl. Later sources generally call her Phyllis, or occasionally Campaspe, seemingly by confusion with a different legendary mistress of Alexander.) Aristotle advises him to break it off, counseling that “Your heart has so far strayed as to forget / the rule of moderation: hero’s goal.”23 Phyllis finds out, and devises a plan to get her revenge. As she tells Alexander:


FIGURE 2.1 Aristotle and Phyllis by Hans Baldung, 1513.
[image: imgage]


Against me then, as you shall see tomorrow,
your master’s subtle skill in dialectic,
his intellect, his vaunted golden mean
will not prevail. Rise early and you’ll see
how Nature takes the measure of your master.24

The “golden mean” is the same “rule of moderation” which Aristotle pressed on Alexander. In Aristotle’s ethics virtue is a middle way which practical reason should navigate between opposed extremities of vice. Phyllis identifies herself with a Nature powerful enough to sweep aside such subtle ethical calculus. The following morning she disports herself outside Aristotle’s study so seductively that he attempts to ravish her. She affects to consent, but on one condition:


I find a great desire has overcome me
to make of you my steed and ride you now
across the greensward underneath the trees.
And you must be (no villain rider I!)
saddled to carry me in elegance.25

The plan is enacted, to the amusement of Alexander in his concealed viewpoint. After absorbing the absurd spectacle, he reveals the trick to Aristotle. But it is the philosopher who has the last word:
In one short hour, Love omnipotent
has toppled all my wisdom’s wide empire.
Now learn from this: if I, both old and wise,
have yet been driven to commit a deed
mad even to dream of, shocking to perform,
you, lusty youth, will surely not go free.26

The story, and especially its comic denouement, was a frequent subject for medieval and Renaissance art. Figure 2.1, the second of two versions by Hans Baldung, a pupil of Albrecht Dürer, is characteristic. There is no saddle, but like most artists, Baldung has added a bridle and riding crop to this scene of pioneering pony-play.

This story can be read two ways. For Andeli and his contemporaries, Aristotle is right: Nature must be subordinated to reason (and by extension, woman to man). The narrative illustrates the perilous consequences of ignoring this injunction. But, on the view defended by Diderot or Argens, Phyllis is right: Nature cannot be subordinated to reason. If even Aristotle cannot abide by his own injunctions, what chance would Alexander or the rest of us have? The difference between these two perspectives may determine how the hybridization of pornography with philosophy is received. On Aristotle’s account, it is a bizarre anomaly; on Phyllis’s, an intelligible continuity. Conversely, philosophical arguments for the censorship of pornography would be incongruous to Phyllis, but welcomed by Aristotle.

Tying Up Loose Ends

We have seen that Phyllis’s perspective has had a hand in many different theses. The most philosophically central of these is the analysis of persuasion. I will conclude with a novel application of this analysis, which may help defend Phyllis’s diversity against “Aristotelian” censorship. But first I should address the outstanding problem of classification. The categories which we apply to the world, and especially the categories which we apply to human activity, may appear to be natural and unalterable, but they have histories, and may be transformed in a few generations. We have already seen that “pornography” is one such category. “Philosophy” is another. The term is not a new one – it can be traced back two and a half millennia. But its use has altered throughout that period. For example, much of what we now call science was called philosophy by its discoverers. The use of “philosophy” in the eighteenth-century French book trade was extraordinary, but it was part of a complex history of changing meaning.

The nineteenth century saw increasing academic specialization and professionalization. Philosophy and science drew apart, but the universities came to monopolize them both. New venues for publication opened up, and the general market became less important. Moreover, university professors became concerned with respectability in ways that had not troubled the amateurs of past generations. In the later nineteenth century the study of sexuality came within the scope of academic science. Although some of this work repeated that of the previous century, it did so on very different terms, professing to substitute the dispassionate objectivity of a narrow elite for particularity and mass audience appeal. Concepts of free speech also evolved in the nineteenth century. New liberal democracies expected a freedom of political speech, both on the hustings and in print, alien to absolutist monarchies such as pre-revolutionary France. But such freedom did not extend to all varieties of banned speech. Hence pornography emerged as a separate category of material that could be safely banned by societies otherwise congratulating themselves on their freedoms. These processes may explain the rarity of philosophical pornography in the last two centuries.

Yet there have been occasional revivals. New York philosophy professor John Lange is much better known as John Norman, author of the Gor series, a sequence of more than two dozen fantasy novels increasingly concerned with depicting and justifying the sexual subordination of women to men. As he states in a typical passage, “In the Gorean view, female slavery is a societal institution which enables the female, as most Earth societies would not, to exhibit, in a reinforcing environment, her biological nature. It provides a rich soil in which the flower of her beauty and nature, and its submission to a man, may thrive.”27 The Gor books were bestsellers in the 1970s, but dwindled in popularity in the 1980s, and struggled to find a publisher in the 1990s – something Lange attributes to feminist conspiracy.28 However, in recent years his work has found a new audience, and inspired a vast, mostly Internet-based sexual subculture.29 (Not a boast many philosophers can make!) Curiously, significant proportions of both audiences appear to be female.30 In his one philosophical monograph, Lange stated “it cannot be denied that there is a certain schizophrenic charm in embracing an immoral theory at a suitably abstract level while in practice devoting oneself earnestly to worthy endeavors, redoubling as though in compensation one’s efforts to bring about a more just state of affairs in the world.”31 It is tempting to read this autobiographically, as suggesting that the attitude to gender relations in his novels is satirical. But other statements would suggest that he is sincere – indeed, it would be consistent for him to view his novels as the “worthy endeavors” and gender equality as the “immoral theory.”

In recent decades, philosophical engagement with pornography has mostly comprised arguments for its censorship. Paradoxically, Lange’s novels may undercut one of the most sophisticated of these, that pornography tacitly subordinates women.32 Lange intermingles his pornography with explicit philosophical advocacy of such subordination. This poses a dilemma. Prospective censors must choose between banning the whole thing or just the pornography. If they endorse the former, they concede that their project is not just aimed at disposable entertainment, but strikes directly at freedom of thought (if freedom includes the freedom to be wrong). But what grounds could they have for sparing the philosophy? It endorses conclusions just as obnoxious as the pornography. The only practical basis for tolerating philosophical arguments for conclusions forbidden to pornography would seem to be that the philosophy is less harmful, that is, less persuasive than the pornography. Lange’s philosophy may well be less persuasive than his pornography, but if his arguments are so weak, then the feminist counterarguments must be exceptionally strong. Hence censorship would be unnecessary, unless even these exceptionally strong arguments are weaker than pornography, that is, unless philosophy is in general less persuasive than pornography. But if this depressing observation is true, how could anyone be persuaded by the philosophical arguments for censorship, since they are to be weighed against pornography which, even the censors must admit, indeed insist, is more persuasive? Of course, this does not mean that what they say is not true, only that if it is then it will not be persuasive. Which suggests that if their argument is persuasive, then their conclusion must be false.
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