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Man as the ‘standard,” woman as the ‘other’

By Orna Coussin

In at least one area - pornography - Catharinelfemon has failed spectacularly. Ever since sheheg
writing about women in the pornography industry émddvocate for them, at the start of the 19806#)ing in
their situation has changed. Her criticism of thendge caused by pornography has achieved nothing.

“On the contrary,” she says. “During the past 2arg the situation has only deteriorated. Today
pornography is accessible and available everywhieiepossible to obtain it with a few keystrokés;omes in
through Internet to every home where there is apeier and the women who work in the industry, il th
thousands, are weak and exploited and have nonggtio

MacKinnon, 60, a professor of law at the Univegrsit Michigan at Ann Arbor, is without a doubt the
most influential feminist legal expert in the wotttlay. Her failure in the area of pornographyasantrivial
matter and it merits consideration. On a one-day 10 Israel last week, she came to lecture abadrtain
area in which she has recently been impressivelgessful: the attitude in international law towdtrd rape of
women during wartime. MacKinnon represented, pradh@ictims of rape in the Serbian-Croatian war2000
she won in the famous Kadic vs. Karadzic case &tamed for the women - victims of the Bosnian Sedp
criminal Radovan Karadzic - compensation totalidg%million. More importantly, she advanced the
awareness of rape during wartime as an act whosésajenocide.

However, MacKinnon’s influence is evident primgiiih other areas, which have to do with the
mainstream of society. All of the basic terms ateépoday in the United States, and also in theualland
legal system in Israel, regarding sexual harassimehe work place as a prohibited form of discnation
against women, as well as rape and violence witterfamily, and the criticism of the idea of “consaality”
in rape (the fact that forced sex is considered mgn if the woman who was raped said “yes”), igyahe
very fact that women today have the possibilitplfaining legal aid in cases in which they havenbagired
in a gender-related context - all of these ardrilieof MacKinnon’s theoretical and activist work.

An eye-opening collection of articles by MacKinnarthese areas, “Legal Feminism in Theory and
Practice,” was recently published in Hebrew by RegsPublishing in a translation by Idit Shorer. Asic
article of hers on pornography will also appeathi book entitled “Studying Feminism: A Reader:iéles and
Basic Documents in Feminist Thought,” forthcominghe “Genders” series at Hakibbutz Hameuchad
Publishing House. Thus, for the first time, Maclanis ideas are being made accessible to readétsloew.
It is not surprising, then, that the hall where leeture was held last Wednesday at the law faailtie
Hebrew University of Jerusalem was too small talltbe hundreds of people who flocked to the ddodeed,
many had to remain outside.

No change in the power structure

A few hours before her lecture at the Hebrew Ursig, MacKinnon spoke with Haaretz about her
successes and her abject failures, and about bstasitive ideas that provoke thought and contrgvénom
what she says and from the way she analyzes therpelations between men and women, great pessimism
emerges. MacKinnon’s basic idea is that gendeat-if) the concepts of “man” and “woman” - is nboat
difference, but rather about dominance. By virttitheir definition, she argues, the man is domirart the



woman is dominated, subordinated to his needs.iAady case, the male, as Simone de Beauvoir stmebe
her, is the standard, is “man” - the pattern onciwtaverything is based and from which everythingesved -
whereas the woman is the “other,” who is definddtiee to him. Just as in anatomy the human bodyudied
and the model is usually the male body, whereagetmale body is shunted into the study of gynecplag a
special case - the same holds true in culture: Wiasiaot part of the human standard.

MacKinnon stresses: “De Beauvoir showed the prabteat the woman is the ‘other,” and the man is
the standard. | am showing something else: thathihgs that have been depicted as a solutionet@tbblem -
that is, the feminist struggle for equality, foetbqualization of the rights of women to the rigtitsnen - are in
fact part of the problem.”

MacKinnon makes it clear that the very fact of W@ to be equal to men perpetuates the assumption
that men and masculinity are the model that detegswhat is worthy and what is desirable. “If wentv@
achieve equality in such conditions of inequalityr way will become endless,” she comments.

Has anything changed since you began to writetah@ustate of affairs more than 20 years agdRds
male less of an exclusive standard, and has thgarmbwomen changed so that it is more influential?

MacKinnon: “The social structure that | describehallenged, but it is not changing. The chanigasts t
are occurring have to do with the way we deal \hik structure. The fact that women now have hurgts -
is a change. The fact that violence toward womeavsaled to the public and is being challengeda- change.
More and more women are seeing that their liveseseicted in an artificial way and are becomingai and
limited because they are women. And in a certamsesgoung men are also beginning to see that nesene
which affords them superiority, is not giving thewerything they need. Though it is better to be idamt than
dominated, nevertheless this is not necessarityoa geal, even for men.”

In recent years, in the Western countries, becailge flourishing of the consumer culture, the
impression has in fact been created that womebegeming the standard. That men are becoming feedni
in order to adapt themselves to a culture in wiieghconsumer is at the center - not the worker, the
manufacturer or the artist, not the builder orwarior. What is your opinion? Do you think thafuadamental
change, problematic though it might be, is occgrimthe gender structure that you describe?

“Women as consumers are not the standard of theuooer society. They buy things that men want
them to buy, in order to serve the men’s needs.eMakmistake: The fact that many women are doing
something does not mean that they are doing it fxgrosition of control and choice.”

But hasn’t something changed in men and mascyffifiren’t the marketing industry, the malls and
consumerism subordinating men and transforming timéonthe new women?

“No. When men choose to consume cosmetics andbfaslthis is a lifestyle choice and not a life
choice. The power structure is not changing.”

Equality and eroticism

It sometimes seems as though MacKinnon’s raderairiism does not respect women. If a woman is by
definition subordinate to a man’s authority, andesined by him and in relation to him - it is dffilt to
imagine a totally free and independent woman. Ehespecially difficult with respect to sex and pagraphy.
MacKinnon assumes that heterosexual sexual retatiomdefined and shaped by the male point of V&®x.is
penetration and subordination, she says, only ff@male perspective. She argues that unequallsexua
relations - relations of conquest and forced subimis- became eroticized in order to perpetuatentbguality
between the sexes.

In your opinion, can equality be erotic? Isn’'t ffver game an inalienable part of the erotic
experience?

“Yes, definitely, people can find eroticism inagbns with people whom they respect and whom they
see as equals. This is the real political dissHmis is the greatest challenge of the social steugigp make
equality erotic. | don't believe that a power gaieecessary to put life into erotic relations. e been
taught that this is what is exciting, but it is essential to the erotic.”

Doesn’t the lesbian and homosexual experiencéergur assumption that apparently sexual relations
construct the relations between the sexes and aawdsralways subordinated and submissive, aga@msiii?

“Definitely. Women with women and men with merhese relationships create something interesting
within the paradigm. These sexual relations areneoessarily hierarchical and there is more ofssibdity in
them for equality. When women choose women sexudiliy is a very powerful challenge to male domg®an



This is a choice that symbolizes the fact that mrennot essential to life and to sex. But one efdinategies of
male dominance to subvert this power is to makeid®es sexy and thus take possession of them forgblees,
as an instrument for their pleasure.”

However, with respect to pornography, you donteagwith the criticism by a number of feminist
theorists who assume that it is possible to progaceography that is not demeaning to women anddibes
not cause violence toward them? That it is possibtisplay stimulating sex between women, andidatng
sex between men and women, with the camera vielwifngm a woman'’s perspective, or at least from a
perspective that is not violent and exploitative?

“First of all, if the film does not explicitly shosex that subordinates and exploits women, ibtsan
pornographic film - according to my and [the lateéyican feminist writer and anti-pornography astiji
Andrea Dworkin’s definition of pornography. And saclly, | am very familiar with this criticism, ardth the
argument in support of non-pornographic pornograplyin general this is only hypothetical. Theways say
that they can make pornography of this kind, baytto not succeed in doing so. The male gaze is not
necessarily the male’s gaze. A woman can also lexploitative onlooker. As long as one person esldb
another person in a demeaning way like that, threcimle of forcing sex on someone who is less pduvéhan
you remains in effect. And it makes no differendeether the person is a child, or a feminine maa or
masculine man, or a woman - the principle is tleatis control.”

Confused media

It would appear that of all the areas in which yawe dealt and have been influential, pornography
the one area in which you have not succeeded ildwgeinfluence. How do you explain this? Is thelgem in
the argument or in the listeners?

“The pornography industry has burgeoned and fétd with the Internet and has entered deeply into
private life. It has undergone huge normalizatind this is terrible for women in general and tormem who
have no options, who are the ones who are harmélebindustry, in particular.”

Why have you failed? Why have your proposals égidlation in the area of pornography failed and in
all other areas - sexual harassment, rape, sessalikh and so forth - you have succeeded in brgngbout real
change?

“It's very simple: Power and money win. There @ a sexual harassment industry. There aren’t peopl
who are making millions out of sexual harassmeatthy people are making millions from pornograpkye
moment we succeed in advancing legislation agamstography in one of the states in the UnitedeStatr in
the world, someone in the international lobby ehps hears that this is getting under way and tihggroze
and exercise tremendous power to prevent changg. Aile huge public relations firms and they invett of
money and make sure that this does not succeed.

“And not only that. The problem is that the prohEnd electronic media support pornography, on the
mistaken assumption that a prohibition on pornolgyapreatens them and their power. They confuseentiity
laws and the pornography laws that Andrea Dworkith bhave proposed, and they think that they are
publishing pornography and their freedom of expoeswill be limited. But in fact we have made aaile
distinction between pornography and all the redtaWWhere is in advertisements for Hollywood filmsiot
pornography.”

But the non-pornographic eroticism in advertisamgl mainstream films is also likely to contribute t
the demeaning and harming of women. And it is coresliby everyone.

“Ordinary advertisements and films do not leaditdence and rape. Pornography does do this. Studie
show this clearly. And pornography is what influes¢he mainstream, and not the other way aroural. Th
struggle has to focus on pornography.”

Do you miss Andrea Dworkin, your partner in thghti against pornography, who died last year? Do
you accept the way she was described in the edoglee last radical feminist™?

“Yes, | miss her very much. We were very closedeent years we worked together less, because
Andrea was very ill and it was hard for her to workis was very difficult for her - that she couldmork. But
we were in touch and I miss her. But, no. Andregoisthe last radical feminist. Nor am I. There attgers like
us. Not all of them are as famous as | am, buetiedefinitely still a large group, alive and ki, that is
continuing to do the work.”



