PAGE  
9

PORNOGRAPHY: IS IT A VICTIMLESS CRIME?
Bill Muehlenberg

Revised, October 2005

Pornography, we are often told, is “a victimless crime”. This idea has become part of the established wisdom. As Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister once said, “If you tell any lie long enough, often enough, and loud enough, people will come to believe it.” But is it really victimless? Is it just something that is done in private with no ill social consequences?
The truth is, pornography is a very damaging. There are many problems associated with it. This paper will explore some of those problems, and seek to counter the pro-porn propaganda.

The harm porn produces

There is a lot of evidence to suggest that pornography does indeed have harmful effects, on all involved. Let me begin by citing just one important study and its outcome. After the U.S. Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography released its report in 1986, the White House and Justice Department received more than 300,000 letters asking that the report’s 92 recommendations be implemented.
 The letters make it clear that pornography is not victimless. Consider these four representative letters:

A California woman wrote: “I have a very personal reason for wanting action to be taken. I was molested by my older brother when I was a child. It all started when he and a friend acquired some pornographic magazines. After looking at and becoming aroused by those pictures (he was thirteen or fourteen years old), he began to explore and experiment on me. Unfortunately, it did not stop with me. I’ve recently learned that for many years he also explored and experimented with my two sisters and a brother. . .”

An Illinois woman wrote: “Several years ago, my husband became ‘addicted’ to pornography. He frequently visited the adult bookstores in our town - watched X-rated pornographic films and bought magazines. This escalated until he started trying everything out on me in our bedroom. I tried to understand that he had a problem, but after one and a half years of fear and three visits to specialists to correct damage he had done to my female organs, I filed for divorce. . . . Considering that my husband is a respected businessman and that no one could tell from looking at him what degrading acts he could do in bed, I’d hate to think what damage pornographic materials are doing to other families.”

An incest victim told this chilling story: “The incest started when I was 8. My dad would try to convince me that it was okay. He would find magazines with articles or pictures that would show father and daughter, mother and son or brother and sister, having sexual intercourse. He would say that if it was published in magazines, it had to be all right because magazines could not publish lies.”

Finally, this tragic story of a 9-year-old Florida boy. He was convicted of first degree murder, aggravated child abuse, and three counts of sexual battery in connection with the torture death of an 8-month-old girl. The brother of the 9-year old boy testified that, in sexually assaulting the infant with a pencil and coat hanger, they were imitating actions they had seen in their mother’s sex magazine.

But such stories will not deter the “freedom of speech” mob, simply because pornography is big business. According to the American FBI, in 1984 the pornography industry grossed around $US8 billion a year in America. By 2003, that figure climbed to $US15 billion annually.
 Moreover, there are more outlets for hardcore pornography in America than there are McDonald’s restaurants. That’s a pretty frightening figure, considering how ubiquitous McDonalds is.

The situation in Australia of course is much the same, with pornography being a multi-million dollar a year industry. And the effects of pornography in Australia are just as pronounced as in America. Most of us know of the sex killer Ted Bundy in America. Before he was executed in Florida he confessed to the tremendously harmful effect pornography had on his mind and spirit.

In a similar case, the Sydney mass murderer Wade Frankum was also found to be a pornography addict. He was a keen reader of Playboy, Penthouse and Hustler, and was a regular viewer of X-rated videos. He also enjoyed sexually violent novels like American Psycho, of which he had a “well-thumbed” copy lying on his bed-side table.
 Indeed, FBI officers state that pornographic material is routinely found in the homes of serial killers.
 Such cases could be repeated at length.

The civil libertarians, however, will insist that no link exists between pornography and sexual violence. But research indicates that such connections do exist. Important studies have been undertaken by leading experts in North America, including Dr Dolf Zillmann at Indiana University, Dr Jennings Bryant at the University of Houston
, James Weaver at the University of Kentucky
, Dr Edward Donnerstein at the University of Wisconsin, Dr Neil Malamuth at UCLA
 and Dr James Check at York University in Canada.
 Numerous other authors and studies could be cited.

The conclusions drawn from their research do not demonstrate an airtight cause and effect relationship between pornography and sexual violence. This is due to the simple reason that it is nearly impossible to conclusively prove cause and effect in any social science research. But the evidence gathered is enough to say that there seems to be a very real correlation between the two. As Dr Zillman has said, the negative effects of pornography have been more consistently proven than the links between smoking and lung cancer.

Let me mention the details of just one US study. In the early 1980s doctors Zillmann and Bryant, both experimental psychologists, randomly selected 160 men and women. Half were shown non-pornographic films for one hour per week for six weeks; the other half were exposed to X-rated pornography over the same period.

The 160 were then questioned on their attitudes to certain social and sexual matters. In the group exposed to pornography, dissatisfaction with the current sexual partner and callousness to victims of violent sexual crime was greater than in the control group.
As but one example, Zillmann and Bryant report that when males had “massive exposure” to porn (4 hours and 48 minutes total over a 6-week period – hardly “massive” in an age of Internet porn), they had distorted views of sexuality. Regarding rape, men who had such exposure considered rape to be a lesser offence. It also fostered a “general trivialization of rape” and led to the belief that women rape victims did not suffer that much and/or that they deserved it. In sum, it leads to a “callousness toward women”.

The FBI confirms these findings. An FBI Academy report found a real connection between porn and sex-crimes. It found that 86 per cent of rapists interviewed regularly consumed pornography.

In Australia, pornography expert Dr John Court has written extensively in this area. One of his studies looked at the correlation between increased reports of rape and liberalization of pornography laws. He found that between 1964 and 1974 after liberalization, rape reports in the U.S. increased by 139%; in England by 94%; in Australia by 160% and in New Zealand by 107%.

In comparable countries where censorship remained strict, during the same years, the increase in rape reports was far smaller. For example, in white South Africa only a 28% increase was discovered. Japan, which exercised a more restrictive policy on pornography, actually registered a decrease of 49% in reported rape cases.

Also, Australia had the highest increase of rape in the world since the mid 70s: a jump of 160 per cent. And Interpol statistics from the early 90s showed that Australia had the fourth highest rate of sexual assault in the world.

In a single country, Australia, one state which liberalized its censorship laws between 1964 and 1974 - South Australia - had a 284% increase in rape reports while another that did not liberalize its laws - Queensland - showed only a 23% increase.


Says Dr Court, “Clearly a reduction in serious sexual offences has not been realized through relaxation of pornography laws.”
 Moreover, there is no indication that demand for pornography has declined in any place where liberalization has been fostered. Other Australians have noted the harmful effects of pornography. Several years ago Victorian Bar member Dr Don Thomson concluded a major study by stating that “pornography is causally related to sexually violent behaviour”.

A Victorian Prosecutor for the Crown, Richard Read went even further, arguing: “A very significant change in the type and character of violent crimes and sex crimes has occurred since the late 1960s. This change coincides with violent pornographic material becoming freely available in magazines and on video.”

He continues: “I believe it is highly probable that the present level of violent crime and violent sex crime in Australia is linked to the proliferation of increasingly violent and pornographic videos, magazines and other material and that the time has come for all Australian governments to pass and enforce the necessary legislation to control the distribution of this material.”
“With the present level of violent crime and violent sexual crime, the onus of proving that there is no significant link between pornography and imitative criminal behaviour, and depicted violence and imitative criminal behaviour, lies squarely with those who assert, contrary to human experience, that there is no such causal link.”
He even goes so far as to say, “There definitely is a very clear link between [pornography and sexual crime].”

One specialist in sexual crime who works with sex offenders offers this observation: “It is impossible not to believe pornography plays a part in sexual violence. As we constantly confront sex offenders about their behaviour, they display a wide range of distorted views that they then use to excuse their behaviour, justify their actions, blame the victim and minimise the effect of their offending. They seek to make their own behaviour seem normal, and interpret the behaviour of the victim as consent, rather than a survival strategy. Pornography legitimises these views.”

Writing elsewhere, the same author gives an example of this sort of legitimization: “One reason why pornography is incredibly dangerous is because 97 per cent of all the rape stories in pornography end with the woman changing her mind and having orgasms and being represented as enjoying rape. Sex offenders use this kind of pornography to justify and legitimate what they do. It provides them with an excuse and a reason for doing what they do.”

He continues: “Pornography does predispose some men to commit sexual abuse, and I have little doubt that the predisposition for some men can actually lie solely in the area of pornography. In other words, for some men it is just pornography – and nothing else – which creates the predisposition to commit sexual abuse. I have little doubt that there are men who in reading pornography, and particularly child pornography, will acquire ideas that they will put into practice. The ideas are initiated by pornography.”

Those who work in the criminal courts also know all too well the connection. As but one example, Mr Justice O’Brien of the Melbourne Central Criminal Court said this after sentencing a rapist of a 12-year-old girl: “Despite what some psychiatrists and others say, the danger of pornographic material becomes more apparent to those of us who have to deal with these crimes.”

Another way of looking at these sorts of connections comes from Brandon Centerwall, a professor of epidemiology at the University of Washington. He has spent a lot of time examining the effects of the introduction of television into remote, rural communities such as in parts of Canada and South Africa. In every case he found that violent crime increased dramatically, especially among young people. He concludes this way:
“The evidence indicates that if, hypothetically, television technology had never been developed, there would today be 10,000 fewer homicides each year in the United States, 70,000 fewer rapes, and 700,000 fewer injurious assaults. Violent crime would be half what it is today.”

James Weaver of Auburn University in the United States, after an extensive examination of the available research makes this summary statement: “The fact that exposure to contemporary pornography can activate sexually callous perceptions of women and promote manipulative and, in some instances, aggressive behaviours is highlighted consistently in the research evidence.”

One sociologist, after summarizing the available data, says this about the connection between pornography and rape: “pornography (a) predisposes some males to want to rape women and intensifies the predisposition in other males already so predisposed; (b) undermines some males’ internal inhibition against acting out their desire to rape; and (c) undermines some males’ social inhibitions against acting out their desire to rape.”

Another point worth making is that not only does the viewing of pornography by some men lead to the rape of some women, but “the actual making of pornography sometimes involves, or even requires, violence and sexual assault. Testimony by women and men involved in such activity provides numerous examples of this.”

Pornography addiction

Even if regular use of pornography does not lead to sexual crime, it still has many other downsides. One is simply the very real addictive nature of pornography. Those who work with sex addicts know just how enslaving pornography can become. 

David Morgan, a London-based consultant clinical psychologist and psychoanalyst who specializes in sexual problems, says this of the porn addict: “The problem with pornography begins when, instead of being a temporary stop on the way to full sexual relations, it becomes a full-time place of residence.”

He continues: “the more time you spend in this fantasy world, the more difficult it becomes to make the transition to reality. Just like drugs, pornography provides a quick fix, a masturbatory universe people can get stuck in. This can result in their not being able to involve anyone else.”

Many experts treating sex addicts mention how similar these addictions are to drug addiction. As one American psychologist said about the increasing problem of cybersex porn addiction, “The Net is the crack cocaine of sex addiction”.
 Or as one married man put it concerning his porn addiction: “Porn is like alcoholism; it clings to you like a leech.”

Dr Michael Schwartz of the Masters & Johnson Institute in St. Louis says, “Sex on the Net is like heroin, it grabs them and takes over their lives. And it’s very difficult to treat because the people affected don’t want to give it up.”

One clinical psychologist who works with sex addicts, sex offenders and their victims, makes a similar case: “Pornography addicts are harder to treat than cocaine addicts; because with cocaine you can at least do detox.”
 She explains:
“There’s a difference between words and pictures. When somebody is speaking, words coming out of the mouth, like mine, right now, the people in the audience are thinking about those words and saying to themselves, ‘That’s just your opinion. Now, I may agree with your opinion or I may not agree with your opinion, but that’s just your opinion.’ Pictures don’t work that way. A picture is an event, because you can see it. And once you see a picture it doesn’t come in as an opinion, it comes in as something that happened. And it’s stored in your brain where you store other things that have happened. So you don’t challenge it. You don’t buffer it. You don’t say, ‘That’s not true.’ You saw it. You stored it in the place where you saw the other things.”

She continues: “So that when you have pictures of children enjoying sex with adults, that picture goes into your brain and is stored in what they call the episodic memory of other things that you’ve seen that you now think to be true. You cannot buffer them. You cannot erase them. They are there forever. . . . When a pornography addict comes into my office, how do I detox them of the pornographic pictures that they have in their mind? You know, those pictures are permanently implanted in their brain. They can draw those up in a nanosecond from now to the rest of their life.”

Thus the addictions of sexual fantasy are not just superficial, but are deep down, even with a chemical basis. Indeed, we now know quite clearly that there is a neuro-chemical addiction process associated with viewing pornography.

As one authority puts it: “Fantasy by itself can be exciting enough for the addict’s body to produce adrenaline, which is stimulating and alters mood. Fantasy can stimulate other chemical reactions in the pleasure centers of the brain that positively alter mood and even have a narcotic-like effect. The addict then uses these effects to escape other feelings, to change negative feelings to positive feelings, and even to reduce stress. For example, many sex addicts will fantasize when they go to bed to put themselves to sleep. Don’t underestimate the power of fantasy. Given the chemical changes it creates, sex fantasy addicts are, in reality, drug addicts.”

One porn addict, giving testimony at a public hearing in the US, described things this way: “I have found pornography not only does not liberate men, but on the contrary is a source of bondage. Men masturbate to pornography only to become addicted to the fantasy. There is no liberation for men in pornography. [It] becomes a source of addiction, much like alcohol. There is no temporary relief. It is mood-altering. And reinforcing, ie, ‘you want more’ because ‘you got relief’. It is this reinforcing characteristic that leads men to want the experience they have in pornographic fantasy to happen in real life.”

And such addictions do not stay at some benign level, but continue to degenerate into hunger for much worse material. As an English writer, Edward Marriott, puts it in his eye-opening expose of the sordid world of porn addiction, “The cycle of addiction leads one way: towards ever harder material. [David] Morgan believes ‘all pornography ends up with S&M’. The now-infamous Carnegie Mellon study of porn on the internet found that images of hardcore sex were in far less demand than more extreme material. Images of women engaging in acts of bestiality were hugely popular, the most frequently downloaded being of a brunette with - in the pornographer's trusty lexicon - ‘a huge horse  _____ in her tight  _____’.”

Relationship damage

Moreover, the addiction to porn often spells disaster for relationships. Both common sense and anecdotal evidence bear this out. As but one story, a married man recently told a Canberra gathering on this issue that his addiction to Internet pornography nearly cost him his marriage.
 Such stories could be multiplies many times over.

If a person is continually lured by the unreal real world of pornographic pin ups, and fantasises about these always perfect and ever compliant sexual playmates, then reality will look dull in comparison. That is, the air-brushed porn star not only looks perfect in every way, but obviously never gets into an argument with you, and never has relationship difficulties with you. But in the real world, one’s partner will never be as physically perfect as in pornography, and in a real relationship, there will be difficulties, friction, arguments and relationship problems.

As two academics put it: “In the pornographic world, sex is divorced from intimacy, loving affection, and human connection; all women are constantly available for sex and have insatiable sexual appetites; and all women are sexually satisfied by whatever the men in the film do.”

It is not surprising therefore that marriage counsellors report that a major source of relationship difficulty and marriage breakdown is pornography. Usually men, involved on porn, soon tire of their wives, and marriages dissolve. 

As an example, the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers has found that Net surfers are putting their marriages at risk. Their survey shows that 56 per cent of aggrieved spouses claim an obsession with Internet porn ruined their relationships. And 68 per cent of unfaithful partners found their new lover via the Internet. As one divorce lawyer said, “The computer is the fastest-growing threat to marriage I have seen in 34 years”.

Marriott explains: “Lost in a world of pornographic fantasy, men can become less inclined, as well as increasingly less able, to form lasting relationships. In part, this is due to the underlying message of pornography. Ray Wyre, a specialist in sexual crime, says pornography ‘encourages transience, experimentation and moving between partners’.”

Marriott continues, “Pornography, in other words, is a lie. It peddles falsehoods about men, women and human relationships. In the name of titillation, it seduces vulnerable, lonely men - and a small number of women - with the promise of intimacy, and delivers only a transitory masturbatory fix.”

It is not hard to see why relationships are destroyed because of porn. Pornography by definition is anti-relationship: it is a fixation on self, instead of the other person. As one commentator put it:

“Pornography is fraudulent because it depicts ‘love’ without love. Since the other person is not loved, pornography requires depersonalization and anonymity. With pornographic sex, substitution is not only acceptable, it is essential. As theologian Josef Pieper said, pornography removes the fig leaf from the genitals and places it over the human face. Pornography strips its participants of more than their clothes; it strips them of their humanity. The central act of civilization is the recognition of another person as a human being. Pornography suspends - if not ends - that act of recognition because it dehumanizes both its object and its subject.”

English philosopher Roger Scruton concurs: “Pornography has a function, which is precisely to relieve us of commitments. Life in the actual world is difficult and embarrassing. Most of all is it difficult and embarrassing in our confrontation with other people who, by their very existence, make demands that we may be unwilling to meet. It requires a great force, a desire that fixes upon an individual, and sees that individual as unique and irreplaceable, if people are to make the sacrifices upon which the community depends for its longevity. It is far easier to take refuge in surrogates, which neither embarrass us nor resist our cravings. The habit grows of creating a compliant world of desire, in which the erotic force is dissipated and the needs of love denied.”

He continues: “The effect of pornographic fantasy is therefore to ‘commodify’ the object of desire, and to replace love and its vestigial sacraments with the law of exchange. When sex becomes a commodity, the most important sanctuary of human ideals becomes a market, and value is reduced to price. That is what has happened in the last few decades, and it is the root fact of post-modern culture, the ultimate explanation of what is observed and commented upon on every side - namely, that our culture has become not just shameless, but loveless. For the human body has been downgraded in our perception from subject to object, from self to tool.”

Is there a place for censorship?

Many civil libertarians and decidedly non-religious people may not like censorship in any form, but still some are willing to concede that some restrictions are needed. For example, Richard Read says this: “Except in exceptional circumstances, I do not believe in censorship, but common sense dictates that we have gone too far and some restrictions need to be put in place”.

Even Dr Don Thomson, who calls himself a civil libertarian, agrees: “I accept that there are circumstances when the cost to the community of the damage caused by people exercising their civil rights outweighs the benefits. The harm caused by videos and films depicting sexual violence may be one such circumstance and some sort of censorship may be necessary.”

One American author concerned about the negative effects of porn puts it this way: “Censorship of pornography is a sign of a morally healthy society that can distinguish between obscenity and free speech. From the time of our Founders until not too long ago, America was a place that not only forbade hardcore pornography but, through its laws and social mores, actively encouraged lives of virtue. These formative influences made it clear that sex belongs within the context of the family. This teaching was not the result of prudery, but of a political and moral prudence that comprehended the basis of a free society.”

Moreover, it is not just the conservative camp that is calling for some sort of censorship. Benjamin Spock has said: “For decades I was an uncompromising civil libertarian and scorned the hypocrisy involved in the enforcement of obscenity laws. But recent trends in movies, literature, and art toward what I think of as shock obscenity, and the courts’ acceptance of it, have made me change my position . . . particularly in view of other brutalizing trends”.

D.H. Lawrence, who was clearly no prude in his own writings, made a similar comment: “Even I would censor genuine pornography, rigorously. It would not be very difficult. . . You can recognize it by the insult it offers, invariably, to sex, and to the human spirit. Pornography is the attempt to insult sex, to do dirt to it. This is unpardonable...”

I’m sure that most civil libertarians would be surprised to learn that D.H. Lawrence had actually advocated censorship. But censorship is an inherent part of any free society. All societies have to set some limits.

As one commentator said, “censorship is a defining act of civilisation. Societies cannot exist without proscribing certain things. When we outlaw racial discrimination or drink driving or price-fixing, we are defining who we are. And just because we proscribe drunk driving does not mean that we’re on the slope to forbidding driving. Only the weak-minded find it impossible to make such simple distinctions”.
 Or as G.K. Chesterton once put it, “Art, like morality, consists of drawing a line somewhere.”

It is not that difficult to make a case for some sorts of restrictions. We do it all the time in other spheres. Consider the issue of environmental pollution. In order to protect communities from the harm of pollution, we are willing to forgo certain rights and freedoms. The common good is put ahead of certain forms of self-interest. As one lecturer with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology explains, “Environmental attorneys justify banning certain chemical in a free market economy, even though the ban is a limitation on free enterprise, and is a threat to profit and to industrial licence. . . . If they can ban a chemical for its toxicity, why can’t they ban magazines and films which poison and destroy women’s lives?”

She continues: “If they can limit ‘free enterprise’ without fundamental damage to a free market economy, then why can’t they limit ‘free speech’ without fundamental damage to First Amendment rights? If the Environmental Protection Agency can define toxicity in an industrial world saturated with synthetic chemicals, then why can’t we define pornography in literature, art and film?”

Exactly. Life in civilized societies is always about trade-offs, with the limitation of certain rights and freedoms so that the greater good might be achieved. Yet in the pornography debate, we seem intent on protecting the rights of only one group: the pornographers (and those who enjoy porn). But what about the rights of women? Or the rights of children? Or of men who are seeking to live lives of sexual integrity. Indeed, what about the rights of society at large? It is time that the rights of those who are damaged by porn take priority over the rights of those who are getting rich out of the production of porn.
Conclusion

Real freedom is not the ability to do whatever we want, but to do what is right. As Edmund Burke put it long ago: “Men are qualified for liberty in exact proportion to their disposition to put moral chains upon their own appetites... Society cannot exist, unless a controlling power upon will and appetite be placed somewhere; and the less of it there is within, the more there must be without. It is ordained in the eternal constitution of things, that men of intemperate minds cannot be free. Their passions forge their fetters.”

We live in a society that greatly depends on the marketing and selling of images. Advertisers know this only too well. What we read, what we hear, and especially what we see, has a marked impact upon us, even when we think that we have our guard up. Especially to the more vulnerable, like our children, images can be both seductive and destructive. Those who argue otherwise are clearly mistaken. As Irving Kristol once put it: 

“If you believe that no one was ever corrupted by a book, you have also to believe that no one was ever improved by a book (or a play or a movie). You have to believe, in other words, that all art is morally trivial and that, consequently, all education is morally irrelevant.”
 

We owe it to our families, our children and our loved ones to do all we can to take a stand against the destructive influence of pornography. The going will not be easy, but the war is winnable, and is already being won on many fronts. And if we devote as much attention to putting a halt to moral and social pollution as we do to environmental pollution, the results can only be encouraging.
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