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1. Our attention will be restricted to “mainstream cinema,” that is, what we are likely to encounter in
“ordinary” venues rather than “adult” ones.

• Films that belong include some sexually highly charged ones, e.g., Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last
Tango in Paris (1972). Both the production of and depiction in this film are deeply problematic
and we will return to it in some detail.

2. What we are excluding is the self-styled adult film industry.

• In terms of the sheer number of films produced, this industry is much larger than our ordinary
film industry.

• The overlap of audience is believed to be miniscule—but, given that consumers may be reluctant
to admit their participation, even in anonymous surveys, the data are not definitive.

• Recommend retired UT Professor, Bob Jensen’s (2007) book (though I do not endorse all of his
political conclusions).

3. Most pornography you are likely to encounter is online, once again beyond the scope of this lecture
(and course).

4. To begin with, we should make some distinctions:

(a) Two categories that must be distinguished: the nude and the erotic.

• Long history of this distinction, and the extent of its validity (which can be questioned), in
studies of the visual arts.

• In film, this distinction is particularly relevant to La Belle Noiseuse (1991). There is extensive
use of nudity, arguably with none of it being erotic.

(b) Similarly, there must be a distinction between the erotic and the pornographic.

• The former can be interpreted broadly to include any entity that evokes sexual interest. What
the latter requires will be discusses in detail below; following Vadas (1987), the emphasis will
be on subordination.

• When Panofsky argues that pornography has always been part of cinema, what he has in
mind is eroticism. This goes back to cinema’s origin as a folk art form.

• Note that eroticism in film (or elsewhere) does not require nudity. It is a debatable question
whether and to what extent nudity is required for pornography. There may be good reason
to classify many images in advertising that do not use explicit nudity as pornographic.

5. So, what’s special about pornography? Why should we not tolerate it (and perhaps ignore it) on any
of the following grounds?

• What Vadas calls the “reasonable view”: “Pornography is sexually explicit material—pictures on
paper or film, or words on a page. Some people enjoy looking at this material; others do not.
To forbid by law the production and dissemination of this material is an act of moralistic piety
gone unconscionably governmental—or outright tyranny. If you don’t like the words, citizen, just
don’t read the words. If you don’t like the pictures, friend, just don’t look at the pictures” (1987,
p. 490).

• If pornography consists of acts that are offensive, or perhaps even criminal, there should be victims
of these acts. But there are none (whether they be producers or consumers), assuming that all
relevant actions are consensual.
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6. Perhaps the best-known definition of pornography is one that defines it as (a) depictions that are
(b) sexually explicit and (c) engage in the subordination of some gendered group, typically women.
Whether these criteria are met for a given depiction is acknowledge to depend on context. An image
offered to titillate an audience may constitute pornography but the same image when used in the
context of serious scholarship, for instance, feminist critique, would not constitute pornography. (This
is akin to a criterion of requiring serious artistic content in a sexually explicit image for it to be
admissible, that is, not fall afoul of obscenity laws. The context of production and presentation of the
image is critically relevant.)

7. There are two glaring problems with this account:

• What should be considered “sexually explicit” has never been clearly demarcated at the bound-
aries. Is Mapplethorpe’s photograph of two (fully clothed) homosexual men in bondage parapher-
nalia sexually explicit? Most people would probably say no. (But it is not entirely clear.) Erotic?
Almost certainly in intent and in effect depending on your sexual orientation (if any). Porno-
graphic? Perhaps. (Is the use of “Rosebud” in Citizen Kane [1941] sexually explicit? I should
think so, but this is probably not what critics of pornography have in mind.) Does “sexually
explicit” also depend on context? Will a depiction of part of a woman’s face be sexually explicit
in a society with purdah?

• An action can subordinate someone. That is clear. But how can a mere depiction subordinate
someone? Vadas (1987) consists of an elaborate attempt to show how, under certain circum-
stances, a normative judgment about an act can be transferred to its depiction. That attempt is,
at best, only partly successful. Vadas emphasizes the importance of context. Suppose we have
an image of a sexual act that is disturbing for some very good reason, for instance, involving a
minor. Suppose that image was taken by a person trying to document the crime for use in future
prosecution. Now, this is clearly a context in which nothing about the act of depiction condones
in any way the act being depicted. (Unless, of course, we believe that all depiction implicitly
endorses what is being depicted—that is a hard act to sustain.) But, it may well be the case that,
when the image is introduced in court, some jurors find it deeply disturbing and, in fact, think
that showing the image is unethical. Can Vadas’ account of transference capture this situation?
Even if it does, it faces a potentially even more serious difficulty: should we condemn an act
(making that depiction) that was intended to prevent crimes such as the act being depicted? We
must do better.

8. Let us turn to a concrete and very troubling example already introduced earlier: Last Tango in Paris.
It is a deeply provocative film exploring a range of human emotions including emotional devastation and
anger after a spouse’s death, anonymous sex depicted realistically, the meaning of such “meaningless”
sex, abandonment, and so on. Even without one critical scene which was censored from most released
versions of the film, it crossed many boundaries about sex in film.

• However, one boundary that it would not cross was the depiction of full frontal male nudity though
such a scene was shot involving Marlon Brando who was the chief male protagonist. Bertolucci,
who had come to identify personally with Brando’s character during the making of the film,
thought that it would constitute presenting his own genitals, and that was not something he was
willing to do. We already have two problems:

(a) Lack of parity between depiction of males and females. This is a question worth asking of
much of recent centuries of Western art: why there is a preference for female over male nudity.
It is also deeply pertinent to why pornography is problematic.

(b) Bertolucci was willing to depict in others, including especially the main female protagonist,
Maria Schneider, something he was not willing to depict of himself (even vicariously, through
identification).

• The critical scene that was censored and continues to be discussed today: anal rape mediated by
butter as a lubricant. It was violent. There is consensus among the Director and the actors that
the act of rape was not actually performed on set. The sex was simulated. There is no nudity.
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Schneider was nineteen years old at the time. Brando was forty-eight portraying a character who
was also of around that age.

• After the film was released, a complex story unfolded. Schneider initially praised the atmosphere
and intimacy of making the films. She was enthusiastic about Bertolucci.

• Later, it became clear that the scene was not consensual. It was not part of the script that
Schneider had been shown. It came as a surprise to her. She also claimed that being forced to
act the scene caused trauma through much of her later life. Of course, every one of these claims
has been subject to controversy.

• Producing this film affected its main participants ever after. Schneider maintained good relations
with Brando in later years. However, she became increasingly hostile to Bertolucci. Brando, for
his own part, refused to talk to Bertolucci for fifteen years.

• Assuming that Schneider’s version is accurate, what Bertollucci did may well have been criminal.
But that alone would not make it pornographic. What matters is what happens with the depiction.
And it raises the question of the extent to which all productions of pornography similarly involve
direct exploitation of participants. Answering this question requires empirical data.

• Let us return to the depiction. It seems to me that what is ultimately at stake is that, in the
context of production and dissemination, the rape is condoned, not criticized. Even if the intent
is to shock audiences, it was not presented negatively. We can say much more about this.

– There is the old trope: Brando was just pushing sexual boundaries, enlightening Schneider
or expanding her horizons, similar to pushing someone to try a new position at yoga. How
plausible is this?

– One consequence that this type of depiction serves is potentially to “normalize” what is being
depicted. Whether it does so, and to what extent, is an empirical question. As usual, we
have strong intuitions on all sides, but marginal data that are entirely inconclusive.

• But, before we judge all issues on the basis of one admittedly troubling scene, we should take
notice of the fact that, at the end of the film, Schneider murders Brando, and in such a way that
it would not implicate her. So, we could read the film as saying that there is retribution for rape
and that is what is being celebrated.

• Should you rush to see Last Tango in Paris? Much of what was novel about its depiction of sex is
commonplace now (though, of course, not rape). So it is unclear that it has that kind of value any
more. But, perhaps, we should appreciate how it opened up vistas for the future. Both Brando
and, especially, Schneider put on stunning performances. Let us leave this issue unresolved

9. What we should get from Last Tango in Paris, is that, at the very minimum, the criteria for pornog-
raphy must be expanded to include non-critical depiction of sexual subordination. (Provided that we
want a negative characterization.) But, once again, we may be raising more problems than we are
resolving:

• What is subordination? Back in the late 1970s, I remember a Western news magazine having on
its cover an image of a large number of Iranian women in veils marching in support of Khomeini.
The image was titled (and this is likely to be inaccurate because of faulty memory): “Women:
Marching for their Chains.”

• This would seem to be a perfect case of subordination. But we need to be careful. For these
persons, it may well be the case that what is central to their identity is their religion rather than
their gender. Why should we impose a gender-based identity to them?

• What about the situation when sexual diversity and its depiction is simply a celebration of differing
identities? (After all, there is a school, apparently not very influential, of feminist pornography.)

10. From the discussion of Last Tango in Paris, three themes emerge on how we should approach any work
of art: intent, production, and dissemination:
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(a) Intent: Why was the image produced? Does it have some ethical purpose such as the documen-
tation of a crime? We also have to worry about implicit intent, for instnace, whether a particular
kind of sexual depiction would sell a film.

(b) Conditions of production: Was there full and informed consent on the part of all participants
and were they all of age. The use of minors, even with the consent of parents or other legal
guardians, cannot be defended. What is most difficult here is how to assess situation when
there is explicit consent but that is driven by structural problems, for instance, economic distress.
There is plentiful evidence of economic necessity driving individuals into sex work that they would
otherwise have refused.

(c) Conditions of dissemination: In intent and in practice, how were the images used? This is
the part of context emphasized correctly by Vadas (1987) and others.

11. Yet, we must also respect individual liberties and wide differences in attitudes about sexuality. That
is why confronting pornography is not easy.
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