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conference 

Pornography and Pop Culture: 

Putting 
the 

Text in Context 
What is Pornography Really About? 

By Gail Dines 

Reported by Karla Mantilla 

Dines began by explaining that mainstream 

porn is becoming increasingly violent, 

degrading and dehumanizing?that it has 
become much different than when pornography 
began. Dines said that some people say that we 

have always had pornography, but she argued that 

pornography is not a fantasy that only happens 
in the head. Pornography, as we now know it, 

happens in the banks of international capitalism. 
We have to talk about pornography as an industry. 

Dines said that the pornography industry 
began in 1953 with the first edition of Playboy. 
She said that in order to understand why Hugh 
Hefner managed to create an overnight success 

and become an institution, we have to understand 
the role that Playboy played in the development 
of American capitalism. She explained that it was 

the aim of capitalists to motivate people to spend 
money and that, post-World War II, women were 

exposed to products and advertising, especially on 

TV. The problem was "how to get men to spend 
money, to think of themselves as consumers." 
Dines reported that the answer lay with Playboy, 
which was really about consumerism. The images 
of women in the magazine were of "high-class" 
women who men were made to feel they could 

buy if they had consumed the "high-class" 
products that were advertised in the magazine. 

Penthouse started later in 1969, announcing 
its launch with an ad featuring the Playboy bunny 
in the crosshairs of a rifle in the New York Times 
and the Chicago Tribune. Dines said that Bob 
Guccione was not as clever as Hugh Hefner 
because he never learned what the line was that 

advertisers would not cross in terms of what 
level of explicitness they would accept and still 
advertise in the magazine. Dines said that, although 
Penthouse won the battle in terms of producing 
ever more explicit image and in terms of increased 

circulation, Playboy won the war in terms of 

advertising dollars. 
Dines reported that the annual U.S. revenues 

of pornography these days is $12 billion, which 
is especially noteworthy since mainstream 
films bring in revenues of only $9 billion a 

year. She reported that pornography often 
fuels technological advances, mentioning that 

improved screens for cell phones are being 
developed in order to make them able to stream 

pornography. The idea of "sexual freedom" 
is just a front for largescale businesses?the 
trade journal, Pornography News, has news and 
articles about technology, not about sex or sexual 
freedom. She quotes a pornographer as saying, 
"A lot of people outside the adult entertainment 

industry get distracted from the business model 

by the sex, but we operate like any other Fortune 
500 company." 

Dines talked about the ways that we have 
moved from a print-based culture to an image 
based culture. On some level, she said, "images 
capture you, construct your identity." She 

explained that the "power of stereotypes lies 
in their ability to police the behavior of the 

oppressed and of the ability of the oppressor 
class to judge the oppressed by their behavior. 

Most women compare themselves to the women 
in the photos." She showed pictures of women 
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Photo collage titled "No puede escapar los ojos" 
(you can't escape the eyes) 

on the covers of magazines and asked, "Who is 
the presumed spectator?" saying that males are 
bombarded with a "fuck me" look on women's 
faces. She said that "rape and sexual abuse are 
often men taking women up on that 'offer.'" 
Dines notes that the models on the magazine 
covers are often protected from the effects of 
their "fuck me" looks, but Dines commented 
that it is not the models walking down the street 

everyday?we are. She said, "When Madonna 

portrays a sexually available woman, she isn't 
at risk?she has beefy bodyguards, but we have 
to walk through the parking lot by ourselves in 

danger." 
Dines said that the issue of soft core vs. hard 

core pornography is over, that pop culture is 
the new soft core pornography, and hardcore 

pornography is mostly what is available on the 
internet. Of hardcore pornography, there are two 
kinds of pornography: (1) "Feature," which is 
a movie with a plotline and generally has some 
technical sophistication, although it features 

"body punishing sex;" and (2) "Gonzo," which 
features such things as making women throw 

up with a penis, dental equipment being forced 
into women's vaginas and anal cavities and 

where gagging is popular. In gonzo, women are 

commonly called such things as "cum bucket," 
"skirting skanks," "slut sandwiches." There is 
no longer any pretense of women "liking it;" the 
thrill is that the "sex" hurts and that she hates 
it. Dines warned that for many many men, male 

orgasm is connected to these kinds of images. She 
said that pornography is really what men think 

about women?they hate women. Dines said, "We 
think pornography is about women because it is 

pictures of women, but it is really about men and 
their ideas of women. Pornography is not a women's 

issue, it is a men's issue." 
Dines also warned that because young boys 

turn to pornography to find out about sex, 

although they may not start out hating women, 

they often will end up hating women. Dines 
also noted that because pornography sexualizes 

violence, it renders violence invisible?extremely 
violent and abusive behavior is seen as "sex," 
and not seen as violence. She noted that popular 
themes in mainstream internet pornography are 
oral and anal sex, double or triple penetration, 
ejaculating into women's eyes, "ass to mouth 
sex" where the man's penis after being inserted 
in a woman's anus is immediately thereafter 
forced into her mouth, with the attendant issues of 
contamination. Dines said that the whole point of 
these kinds of "sex" is to humiliate the woman. 

"How bad does it have to get?" Dines asked. 
She said we are controlled by corporate pimps, 
who, contrary to their claims, are absolutely 
"not out for your sexual freedom." She said that 

pornography is to sex as McDonald's is to food. 
If we are criticizing the fast food industry, no one 

suggests that you are anti-eating. She warned that 

pornography destroys the creative and life-loving 
aspects of sex and that through the pornification of 
mainstream culture, we lose what it means to be 
human. She issued a "call to start a movement," 
saying that "to fight back against your oppression 

makes you feel alive." # 

Pornography 

is really 

what men 

think about 

women?they 

hate women. 
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