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Introduction

By Sven-Axel Månsson, Lotta Löfgren-Mårtenson and Susanne V. Knudsen

 

 

Pornography is a familiar phenomenon to most young people in the Nordic countries. The vast majority have seen porn and many use it actively. An internetbased questionnaire administered to Danish, Norwegian and Finno-Swedish youth in the autumn 2005 shows that 92 % of the respondents had seen porn at least once (see Kjørholt’s & Sørensen’s chapter). These results coincide with other recent research findings in the Nordic countries (Hammarén & Johansson 2002, Svedin & Priebe 2004, Häggström-Nordin et al. 2005a, 2005b, Hald 2006). The majority of the respondents of the Nordic questionnaire say that they had viewed pornography by the age of 12–14. Also, they report experiences with a wide variety of pornography, although it is the conventional hardcore genres that stand out as the most common. Compared to earlier studies on the use of pornography, for example from the mid 1990’s, these results imply an increase in young people’s experiences and use of pornography (Månsson 2000).

Hard core pornography has been freely available in the Nordic countries for a long time. In 1967, Denmark became the first nation in the world to legalise unlimited production of pornography. The other Nordic countries have followed suit and removed the general provision on pornography from the penal code. However, since pornography became freely available, it has changed considerably in its content and dissemination. There are many ways to describe this change. One is to say that the boundaries have been stretched. Many of the images that appear in mainstream media today – images depicting nakedness or explicit sexual activity and situations – would have been defined as pornography some twenty to thirty years ago. Conversely, much of what was then regarded as ‘indecent’ would most likely not be considered as such by the majority of people today. The portrayals of sex and nakedness in films and books that earned the Nordic countries – especially Sweden and Denmark – the reputation of being particularly ‘sinful’ in the 1950’s and 1960’s would hardly raise eyebrows today, certainly not in the Nordic countries itself and probably not in most other countries in the world.

Another change concerns exposure and distribution. It seems reasonable to suggest that the increasing familiarity with pornography among young people today relates to the increased visibility and accessibility of pornography in the virtual as well as in the ‘real’ world. Internet use in the Nordic countries is among the highest in the world. Thus with such a high level of ‘connectivity’ the situation in these countries may be seen as a preview of future developments in other countries (Cooper et al. 2003). Even though it is a general aspect of popular culture, the so-called mainstreaming of pornography in society has special significance for young people (see Sørensen’s chapter). TV programmes, advertising, and the music industry exploit and play with pornographic codes and scenarios. The sex industry launches and promotes its products via youth channels and websites. In other words, relationships have been forged between pornography and youth culture, which is somewhat of a new development.

Definitions of pornography

In the Nordic countries, as well as in many other countries, there is concern and public debate about this development and about the implications and consequences of young people’s increasing experiences and use of pornography. However, very seldom is it made clear in this debate what is meant by pornography. At least in part, the meaning of pornography seems to lie in the eyes of the beholder. It also varies from time to time depending on the prevailing sexual morality. To capture the fluidity and breadth of the phenomenon, the American pornography researcher Milton Diamond has coined a rather broad definition of pornography as “any sexually explicit material primarily developed and produced to arouse sexual interest or provide erotic pleasure” (Diamond 1997, 4). A broad and encompassing definition is particularly adequate if, like Diamond, one wants to study the production and consumption of pornography in different cultural contexts. Within this broad definition one sometimes talks about soft- as opposed to hardcore pornography in order to distinguish between low and high levels of explicitness or intrusiveness. Furthermore, expressions such as ‘erotica’ or ‘erotic pictures’ are used to characterize representations that emphasize the more sensual elements of human sexual actions and encounters.

However, simply to define pornography as more or less intrusive or sensuous depictions of bodies, genitals and sexual activity does not catch the essence of it. Certainly, these definitions or distinctions tell us what we see, but the social meaning of pornography stretches beyond them. Secretiveness, prohibition and social transgression are all integral parts of the meaning of pornography; they are what constitute the attractiveness and desirability of the phenomenon. Or to cite the often quoted American pornography researcher Brian McNair:

Pornography is seductive because it represents the secrets of private sexual desire in all their taboo-breaking, transgressive exoticism. It is, by definition, a violation of public morality and taste – an affront to community standards in the sphere of sexual representation, whatever they may be (McNair 2002, 42).

This way of defining pornography, as a transgression of public morality, raises some interesting questions. One of them is McNair’s own: What would happen if restraints on the unacceptable, specifically pornography, ceased to exist in a meaningful way, i.e.,if everyone had access to everything everywhere. Impossible? No, not at all. In fact, due to new information and communication technology, particularly the Internet, we seem to have arrived at that point already.

A process of normalisation

The implications of the almost unbounded accessibility of pornography on the Internet have been discussed by among others the Swedish researchers Sven-Axel Månsson and Peder Söderlind (Månsson & Söderlind 2004). They argue that these changes should be perceived as part of a process of normalization. Simply put, as greater numbers of people consume pornography, it becomes more normal to do so. Among today’s young people this process is particularly evident. How can something that is so easily accessible be so emotionally and morally charged, so dangerous, so wrong? As will be seen in the succeeding chapters of this anthology, many of the young people who have been interviewed by the different authors recognize that there has been a change in the general attitudes to pornography. Nowadays, looking at porn is no longer regarded as something shameful, but rather is considered to be acceptable and fairly normal. However, this is not the same thing as saying that one likes what one sees, or that one is not critical of what goes on in the media and in popular culture. To the contrary, as will be made clear in several chapters in this book, this also implies some interesting gender differences.

Clearly, the public debate about pornography does not revolve only around the degree of exposure and accessibility. It also concerns content, i.e. what is being shown in pornography and how it relates to love and sexuality, gender, bodily ideals and images, and to sexual desire and power. In short, what are the human, social and gender-political meanings and implications of pornography? These are questions and issues that the public and academic debate has dealt with for a long time, to be precise since the early 1980’s, and they are still reflected in the concerns that permeate the public discourse of today (Löfgren-Mårtenson & Månsson 2006a). To what extent do these debates and discussions affect young people’s attitudes to pornography today? This brings us to some of the main questions of this anthology: How do young people navigate through the pornographic landscape that surrounds them? Does this omnipresence of pornography breed curiosity or resistance? How is one affected by talk, opinions and attitudes concerning pornography in public space? And how are the pornographic references and representations, mediated by popular culture, perceived in relation to the sometimes more restrictive and critical view of pornography supplied by parents, teachers, public debaters, and critical friends?

The study of youth, gender and pornography in the Nordic countries

It was questions like these that motivated the Nordic Ministers of Equal Opportunities and the Nordic Council of Ministers to perform a major study on youth, gender and pornography in the Nordic countries during 2004-2006. However, the rationale behind the study was also driven by a very clear and distinct political concern that the increasingly one-dimensional representation of masculinity and femininity associated with the mainstreaming of pornography and the sexualisation of public space, would limit the possibilities of young people’s gender identification. This development, it was felt, presents a serious threat to the realization of the ideals of gender equality in the Nordic countries (Sørensen & Knudsen 2006).

The study was hosted by NIKK, Nordic Institute for Women’s Studies and Gender Research and officially aimed at revealing possible connections between teenager’s exposure to pornography and their attitudes towards gender and power by:


	gaining insights into the extent of ‘pornofication’, its media basis and the situations in which it appears, with special focus on Nordic teenager’s experiences with and attitudes towards pornography;

	analyzing young people’s views of the images and ideals of gender and gender relations depicted in pornography, and their feelings towards these images and ideals;

	studying how the increased exposure to pornography relates to the teenagers’ own perceptions of gender, and their ideas, experiences and views with regard to sexuality.



After a call for research plans, eleven researchers from different Nordic countries were chosen and invited to participate in the project during a period of two years (2004-2006). Methodologically, the project was divided into three independent parts consisting of (1) quantitative studies with questionnaires on the Internet, (2) qualitative studies with in-depth interviews with young people, focus groups and case studies and (3) media studies. Primarily, the aim of the quantitative studies was to find out about consumption patterns and attitudes: how often young people use pornography, why they use it and what their attitudes are toward gender representations, performances and bodily images depicted in it. Seldom are young people’s own voices being heard in the debate about their views on and experiences with sex and porn in public space. The intention of the qualitative studies was to remedy this by listening to young people’s talk about pornography. Finally, the purpose of the media studies was to analyze the depiction of gender, sex and pornography in the media, including public service TV, youth Internet sites and free porn Internet sites. The results of the project were published in 2006 by the Nordic Council of Ministers in three separate volumes titled Unge, køn og pornografi i Norden (Youth, gender and pornography in the Nordic countries).1

The NIKK study shows that young people consume pornography in varying degrees, boys more than girls; they are familiar with various genres and appear to be fairly reflective and critical in relation to what they see. On the other hand, it also is evident that the issue of young people’s experiences of pornography and its effects on their perceptions about gender and sexuality is complex and offers no easy answers. This complexity will be further elaborated in this anthology. Furthermore, The NIKK study reveals that there are no significant differences between the Nordic countries. One likely reason is that the discourses in the Nordic countries concerning sexuality are similar, if not identical. Another important factor probably is the globalization of sexuality in the media and on the Internet which gives young people access to the same content, on the same terms, at the same time.

The content of the anthology

To a large degree, this anthology springs from the NIKK study. We, the three editors, were part of the research group, and we felt that the findings from this collective effort could be of interest to a larger, English speaking audience outside the Nordic countries, not least because of the different methodological approaches and research traditions represented in the project. Early on we decided to expand the circle of contributors by inviting researchers from outside the Nordic countries, specifically from southern Europe and the USA. It is our contention that this has enriched the presentation.

One might wonder why we chose to title this anthology Generation P? Youth, Gender and Pornography. The rationale behind the question mark that follows the P (as in pornography) is that the research findings that we present are to some extent both ambiguous and contradictory.2 Certainly, present day popular culture, including pornography and sexualized media, is a powerful factor in shaping young people’s ideals and values pertaining to the body and sexuality. In that sense the expression Generation P is appropriate. Never before have pornography and sexualized material been so readily available and pervasive in young people’s everyday life. On the other hand, as will become clear, young people do not swallow the messages without resistance, and some are very critical of or actively opposed to them. For that reason, the label Generation P without a question mark would be both unfair and incorrect. To some young people pornography represents sexual possibilities and enjoyment, while others find it to be disgusting and degrading.

Most of the studies in this anthology use the young people’s own definitions of and experiences with pornography as a starting point. Rarely, if ever, do young people talk explicitly about, or even mention, pornography with homosexual content. Instead, they seem to refer implicitly to heterosexual pornography. This is not to say that they are unaware of the existence of gay porn. And comments on homosexuality are made in various contexts. However, this anthology does not deal with young people’s view on and consumption of gay porn. That is a subject for future research.

This anthology is divided into five sections: (1) theoretical and methodological perspectives and approaches to pornography, (2) studies of frequencies and distributions of pornography, (3) media and pornography, (4) access, entrances and approaches to pornography and (5) social-pedagogical implications and strategies.

In the theory and methods section, the first chapter focuses on the issue of the mainstreaming of pornography and the contemporary fascination with ‘pornochic’. With examples primarily from Danish debates, the development of pornochic is discussed in relation to the concepts volume, clean-up and fragments. The second chapter discusses theories by Giddens, Foucualt and Baudrillard in relation to young people using pornography. In the third chapter, with examples from Norway, two opposite trends of the mainstreaming of sexualisationarediscussed in relation to issues of backlash and experimentation. The fourth chapter analyses potential effects of pornography on young people’s sexual socialisation and sets up a model for a new methodological approach and meta-theoretical discourse.

In section two, frequencies and distributions, the first two chapters present and discuss some results of the NIKK-project’s online-based questionnaire. The first chapter is a base-line data presentation of responses from 1776 young people in Norway, Denmark and Finland (Swedish speaking). These show that 99% of the males and 86% of the females between 12 and 30 years old have viewed pornography. The second chapter discusses Icelandic teenagers’ exposure to pornography. The third chapter focuses on gender differences in behavioural, situational and interpersonal patterns of pornography consumption in a sample of 688 young heterosexual Danish men and women, ages 18 to 30. The fourth chapter provides insights into the complex issue of high frequency consumers of pornography in Sweden.

In the media and pornography section, the first chapter presents a study of young Swedish girls’ and boys’ visual self-representation on the Internet and in magazines. Codes of performativity, cultural frames of femininity and softporn codes for girls ‘body-ism’ as opposed to ‘face-ism’ for boys are analysed. The second chapter contains a media analysis of Internet pornography on for-free porn sites and self-representations on youth websites in Norway. In the third chapter of this section pornography on the Internet is analysed in relation to issues of paedophilia. The fourth chapter provides an analysis of the construction of gender, body and sexuality in young boys viewing male bodies in pornography. With examples from films made in the United States and Great Britain, the fifth chapter discusses pornography produced and directed by women in an effort to re-vision pornography and promote gender equality.

The fourth section, on access, entrances and approaches to pornography, contains four chapters. In the first chapter the process of normalization and gender-specific ‘porn careers’ among Swedish girls and boys aged 14-20 are analysed on the basis of qualitative interviews and focus group data. The second chapter discusses Norwegian girls’ essays containing their views on and experiences of pornography. The third chapter presents a qualitative interview study about young Swedish men’s use of pornography. Among other things, the author analyses the men’s reflections on the relationship between pornography and ‘real’ sex. The fourth chapter discusses how Swedish teenage girls cope with pornography at the crossroads between respectability and shame.

The last section of the anthology discusses the challenges that mainstreamed pornography in the media and public spaces presents to the education system in the Nordic countries. On the one hand, sex education in the schools has been compulsory for a long time, which means that there is a fairly long tradition of how to approach issues of sexuality in educational settings. On the other hand, the massive exposure of pornography over the last few years presents new challenges to this system, including the development of new and adequate pedagogical methods. These challenges and issues are discussed in the last two chapters of the anthology.
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I.
Theoretical
and
methodological
perspectives
and
approaches

‘Porno-chic’
– sex and mainstreaming of pornography in mass culture
By Anette Dina Sørensen
 
We give you adventurous days filled with sun, sand and real excitement as well as wild nights with j… (censored; read: juicy soda pop) score and sweaty hours (from an insertion on the front page of a catalogue put out by the Danish travel agency Øster Lindet in 2003).
Under the name Young Fun Tour, the Danish travel agency Øster Lindet (Eastern Lindet) arranges chartered trips to the south of Spain for adolescents. By studying the agency’s brochure, one gains an interesting picture of what the agency promotes as high-quality experiences for young people. As the quotation above suggests, there is to be a sufficient amount of alcohol, and high-quality travelling experiences are first and foremost about sex. The pictures in the catalogue conjure up unbridled excesses for those who have an urge to travel, and suggest how, where and with whom the sex drive can be satiated. The gender roles are obvious: while men are depicted as barflies who scan the surroundings and occasionally respond to ‘the goods’, the women are pictured as willing, enticing sirens with voluminous breasts and bulging nipples under wet, body-hugging T-shirts.
The women, presented as sexual offerings, apparently incarnate the alleviation that the travel agency implies will take place at the holiday destination. For potential male tourists, the women in the catalogue are presented as ‘a free choice’ guaranteed providers of sexual satisfaction. For the women who consider going to the south of Spain with Young Fun Tours, the catalogue’s holiday promise is that they are guaranteed to be selected – if they tend to their appearance and styling and, in addition, are willing to make themselves available.
The use of sex by mass culture to attract attention when targeting specified groups, (i.e., the aforementioned catalogue) is not a new phenomenon. In Denmark sexuality has legally been present in the public sphere since the relaxation of restraints on illustrated pornography in 1969. It was also possible to find mass cultural references to sex earlier, even though the regulations in § 234 in the Danish penal code about production and distribution of ‘indecent publications, illustrations or objects’often had the legal authorities screaming out loud(Thing 1999).
But although the phenomenon is not new, it has been commonly recognised in recent years that references to sex are now pervasive in the public sphere. Hence it is common – especially in public debate – to use the phrase ‘sexualisation of the public space’ (Cawood & Sørensen 2002, Krogh-Meyer 2002). While it is important to talk about the increasing extent to which mass culture refers to sexuality, what is new and more important is the imprint that pornography makes in mass culture and the way that sexualised mass culture portrays gender.
While in the 1990s, commercial illustrations, for example, depicted the postmodern decomposition of the traditional meanings of gender, there is today an increasing backslide toward quite traditional representations of gender. This is to be seen not only in commercial sales promotions, but also more generally as a common feature of fashion journalism, of youth magazines, of television programmes, of music videos and quite often in the campaigns the adolescents themselves initiate. These phenomena are related: the resurrection of stereotyped gender representations is closely connected to the onset of mass cultural pornography.
Mainstreaming of pornography – ‘porno-chic’
The term that best describes the current position of pornography in our culture is mainstreaming’. In his books, the English media researcher Brian McNair has frequently examined a related phenomenon which is referred to as ‘porno-chic’ in media research (McNair 1996, 2002). The term mainstreaming’ denotes the cultural process whereby pornography imperceptibly becomes part of our everyday life, as a generally accepted and often idealised cultural element. Three phenomena work together in this process. The first is the increasing volume, which pertains to the increasing quantity of pornography, its more frequent display, and its ease of access. Thus, to find pornography, one no longer needs to sneak into particular cinemas or specialty shops; one can watch porn on late-night TV (even on non-commercial channels) and find pictures or watch web-cam transmitted porn on the internet all day. If one wants to consume pornography, one is no longer limited to particular times or places. Nor is one subjected to the shaming and scornful gazes of the public, since the consumption may take place anonymously. Simultaneous with these changes is the process of clean-up, which means that genuine pornography is slowly becoming acceptable. This is taking place because of the mass media’s growing interest in this field and is to be seen in different genres and media, such as documentaries on TV, popular magazines that make references to web sites on the internet, reviews of ‘porn magazines’ and articles that cover a wide range of pornographic topics, from life as a stripper or a customer of prostitution to reviews from the SM-clubs. A recent example of this phenomenon in Denmark is Danish ex-porn star Katja Kean’s autobiography about her life in the international porn business (Kean & List 2002).
When the mass media handle pornographic material, they operate – often unconsciously – in a schismatic field between‘shymodesty’ and ‘liberated matter of course’. The motives given for covering such topics were initially formulated as a sort of public service to satisfy the public’s demand for information on and documentation of the shady sides of society. More recently, however, it seems that the motives have more to do with an eagerness to challenge and relocate boundaries. The argument that it is acceptable to express and show certain things that may be conceived as transgressions is present both explicitly and implicitly, and it is implied that one’s acceptance is an indication of broad-mindedness and a liberal attitude.
The Danish youth magazine Tjeck, which targets both genders, is financed by the labour movement and is distributed free to all young members of trade unions, has been part of the porn chic movement since the late 1990s. In February 2002 the magazine published the article “Snoop Doggy Dogg – I have fucked one million ho’s”which is a significant example in support of the statement above. At first, it seems to thematise the ethical dilemmas associated with pornography by telling the story of a young man’s moral agony connected to buying a hardcore pornographic video produced by Snoop Doggy Dogg. Quite soon, however, one discovers that the topic instead concerns the ‘fascination of porn’ and that the purpose of the article is to legitimize and normalize the consumption of pornography. This is done by explicit ridicule of the main arguments of the critics of pornography and is underscored by detailed information about places where the video is fore sale
The article is crammed with pictures from the pornographic film, and some of the captions, which are quotations from the film, are: “Way to go. Come closer, then we’ll pull down our knickers and show daddy parts of the pink!” “Does it tickle you? Do you like it? What do you say? Would you rather have a taste of daddy’s pounding organ? So, help yourself”. (Tjeck Magazine 2002/123).
A third phenomenon associated with the so-called ‘porno-chic’ or ‘the mainstreaming of pornography’ is that fragments of pornography gradually become parts of the mass culture. Commercial posters, music videos, TV-documentaries, fashion reviews, and magazines (particularly youth magazines) increasingly use signs, symbols, aesthetic features or verbal statements which themselves are not pornography, but clear references to pornography. Examples are the poses fashion models adopt in fashion reportage, their clothing, their movements, their surroundings, or the statements they make. Thus the autumn 2001 catalogue from the Benetton-owned clothing company Sisley featured a series of pictures inspired by the theme in the hay with animals. The pictures are strongly sexual with obvious references both to sexual preferences such as animal-sex, and to classic pornographic scenarios. In one of the illustrations, the caption refers “the money shot” or the “cum shot’ in pornographic terminology. The fashion catalogue rephrases the cum-shot in the image of a young woman who squirts milk from a cow’s udder in her mouth. The milk runs out of her mouth and downward on the ground while she stares at the viewer in concordance with the look that the porn model directs to the imagined viewer in a classic porn production.
Stereotypical representations of gender
A problem that is related to the mainstreaming of pornography in mass culture involves the ways the genders are being portrayed. A large part of what is real pornography – especially as far as hardcore porn is concerned – makes use of gender stereotypes that gradually seep into mass culture when mass culture refers to pornographic elements.
