



[image: ]









[image: ]









First published by Zero Books, 2016


Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach, Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK


office1@jhpbooks.net


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.zero-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Jerry Barnett 2015


ISBN: 978 1 78535 374 1


Library of Congress Control Number: 2015960668


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Jerry Barnett as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lee Nash


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY, UK


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.








1



Introduction




censor [sen-ser] (noun): any person who supervises the manners or morality of others





Given the family and environment I was born into, it was virtually inevitable I would become immersed in political activism. My grandfather Albert Mann (later Albert Mann MBE), as a young Jewish man growing up in London’s East End ghettos, had been politicised by the rise of fascism, as well as by the poverty that surrounded him during his childhood. When the fascist leader Oswald Mosley tried to lead his blackshirts through the Jewish East End on 4th October 1936, Albert was one of many thousands who came out onto the streets to block Mosley’s progress. Jews, other locals and communists united to physically beat the blackshirts out of the East End. Women threw heavy pots out of windows onto fascist heads. The police deployed their truncheons against the protesters, but were beaten back, along with the fascists. This victory of the left, known as the Battle of Cable Street, was a turning point in the fight against British fascism.


The mainstream parties of left and right failed to either fully understand or strongly oppose fascism, and so in the 1930s many progressives (including Albert) joined the only strongly antifascist force, the Communist Party, which became a mass political party for the next two decades. During WWII, Albert fought in the RAF against fascism, and was among the returning soldiers who voted for the most left-wing government in British history. The Labour victory of 1945 secured the foundation of the National Health Service, the welfare state and universal education, institutions which Albert fought to defend for the remainder of his life (although, like many former communists, he was eventually repelled by Stalinism and found his lifelong home in the Labour Party).


Albert’s stridently progressive views politicised his daughter, my mother. She was of the 1960s generation of young people attracted by second-wave feminism (known at the time as the Women’s Lib movement), which campaigned for equal rights for women, and in particular for sexual liberation. Some of the first sexual writing I encountered, in my prepubescent years, was in the pages of my mum’s feminist magazines, such as Spare Rib. In such publications, women were told that they had a right to sexual pleasure, and were advised on how they might achieve it; men were teased for not being able to locate clitorises.


Post-Women’s Lib, many women were no longer ashamed to reveal their bodies, and sexual imagery became more daring and less censored. In more liberated countries than Britain – led by Denmark in 1969 – pornography was decriminalised. Social and religious conservatives watched in horror as carefully constructed walls of censorship and anti-sex morality were swept away.


In her father’s footsteps, my mum was also involved with the anti-fascist movement. In the 1970s, support for the National Front was surging, driven by concern about mass immigration. My mum took me to marches with her; the first I remember was a counter-protest against a march by an obscure far-right group, the British Movement, which had gained some popularity in West London. Perhaps a few hundred fascists had turned up, but there were tens of thousands of us, of all races, standing against them, and we prevented them from marching. On a smaller, gentler scale, I was repeating my grandfather’s experience in Cable Street, four decades earlier.


In the late-1970s, the Rock Against Racism movement was combining the music of my generation – reggae, punk, ska – with anti-fascist politics, and mobilising a new generation into politics. We went to music festivals and on political marches. Rastafarians danced to the same music as skinheads, and racial divisions began to break down. The transformation of Britain’s race relations was remarkably fast: the 1990s was a palpably different era from the 70s.


My political upbringing and my own activism meant that I spent my teens surrounded by activists from around the world: leading ANC exiles, fighting Apartheid from their temporary base in London; the children of left-wing activists who had fled state terror in Chile; political refugees from Zimbabwe, Mexico and dozens of other places. It was a dangerous, unsettled period, but an exciting time to be young, and in London. The alternative comedy scene was born, in small comedy clubs and rooms above pubs, giving us a welcome antidote to the stuffy, state-approved comedy on TV. The new comedy was left-wing, sweary, anti-establishment and sexually explicit. I joined one of the many Trotskyist organisations, the Militant Tendency. Riots erupted in inner cities; first in 1979, then more widespread in 1981. The early-80s felt like a revolutionary era, and we believed we were the vanguard of a socialist revolution that was about to sweep the globe.


But we were not, and it did not. Margaret Thatcher’s historic defeat of the miners’ strike in 1985 marked the end of the power of the proletariat, which was supposed to overthrow global capitalism. The industrial working class was vanishing. Many of the left-wing activists of my generation drifted away from politics. By then I had a young son, a family to support, and the beginnings of a career as a software developer. I felt, a little guiltily, that I was abandoning the revolution. As it turned out, I was joining it.


In 1988, working as a software engineer and technical consultant, I was allocated my first Internet email address. Here was a novelty: I could send text anywhere in the world, to anyone else on the Internet, and it would reach them quickly, often within minutes or even seconds! Most of the people I knew on the Net worked in the same building as me, but still, this was a revolutionary concept. I knew a couple of people in the United States with email addresses. Previously, we might have spoken or written to each other once a year, if that; now we could exchange messages on a daily basis. What is now normal was then a leap forward in global communication with mind-blowing implications.


The Internet continued to spread. Technology graduates left university wanting to stay in touch with their old email buddies. In the early-90s, some of these geeks set up the first companies to offer cheap dial-up access for home users. I joined one of these providers – Demon Internet – which offered a service for £10 per month. The Internet was still exclusively a place for techies; but then Tim Berners-Lee, a British scientist, launched a suite of software he had developed for easily publishing and sharing documents, which he called the World Wide Web. Now, people with minimal technical skills could publish information, and anyone could access it. In the slang of the day, we were all joining the Information Superhighway, or alternatively had become members of the Global Village.


The network had the potential to change everything, but perhaps its first significant effect was to reveal the true inner workings of the human mind. Now that anybody, with minimal money or skill, could publish whatever they liked, the Internet became a readable map of human thoughts. And, it turned out that, far more than anything else, we were interested in sex.


This fact should not have surprised anyone, but few people would have predicted the sheer scale of this new sexual revolution. In the first few years of the web, most of the Internet’s capacity was dedicated to sexual hookups, erotic stories, sexual chat and information, and most of all, to pornography.


In 1994, I set up a web software business. Finally, computing was cool rather than nerdy, and I wanted to be involved with the new technologies. I quickly acquired customers, and recruited staff. One of my early clients was a pornographer who wanted to try selling explicit porn photos online; I built the site for him, it went live, and within a couple of years was one of the most trafficked sites on the web, for a time even outranking the BBC. Having entered the market so early, my client made a lot of money in a short space of time. Inevitably, others noticed, and a gold rush started. Hundreds of thousands, then millions of porn sites appeared online in the late-90s and early-noughties. As the dot-com crash of 2000 came and went, many of the weird and wonderful startups of the early web vanished; this served to highlight the fact that, at that time, there was only one big, profitable online industry. As many fledgling web businesses lost their investors and closed down, porn continued to grow from strength to strength.


All of this took place during a liberal upswing in British culture. The 90s was a decade when Britain turned its back on the gloomy, authoritarian Thatcher era; dance music and ecstasy-fuelled ravers took over from power ballads and cocaine-fuelled yuppies. The Cold War, with its nuclear nightmares, faded away. Sex became freer, sexuality more liberated, racial mixing more common. A Labour government was elected after 18 years of Tory rule, and quickly updated laws to match the new zeitgeist. Anti-gay legislation was repealed, civil partnerships were introduced, and the age of consent for homosexuals was reduced from 21 to 18, and then 16. Cash-starved public services were properly funded again. Newly built schools and hospitals appeared. The homeless evaporated from the streets of London. The economy was growing after years of recession and stagnation, and people had more money in their pockets.


In the background, conservative forces were biding their time. Since the 1970s, the British state had been carefully assembling a raft of censorship laws, regulations and bodies to ensure that the British public could only see and hear officially approved material. No other democratic country had such tight controls over the media. Most of all, the state abhorred sexual expression: No Sex Please, We’re British definitely applied to our media regulators, if not to the average Brit anymore. In particular, they had ensured that hard-core pornography was virtually inaccessible. It had been completely banned from television (indeed, it still is), and also from video and DVD. Via unlicensed sex shops, car-boot sales and blokes in pubs, one could buy pirate porn videos, but they were illegal to supply, and expensive (a friend involved in the business at the time reminisces about selling pirated VHS tapes for £70).


The walls of British censorship began to be breached with the launch of satellite TV: hard-core porn was broadcast from Denmark, and British subscribers signed up in droves. The government quickly moved to ban the sale of the required receivers. Low-cost airlines began trading, and suddenly Brits could pop over to Amsterdam, Hamburg or Barcelona for the weekend. Many returned carrying porn videos far more explicit than those legally available in the UK.


And the web began to seriously erode the powers of the British censorship state. Censorship laws, such as the ancient Obscene Publications Act, were aimed at suppliers, not consumers. But now the suppliers were overseas, beyond the short reach of British jurisdiction. The highly censorious TV regulators (which were eventually merged into one superregulator, Ofcom) had no jurisdiction over the Internet; neither did the BBFC, which only had a remit to censor physical media such as video and DVD. With the new century came faster Internet connections, capable of delivering streaming video; the early adoption of broadband was, in large part, driven by porn consumers: there was almost no other content available to watch online at that stage. In a remarkably short period of time, the British censorship state largely lost its ability to control which media could be consumed by British citizens. The United States and most of the European Union had far laxer laws regarding pornography than the UK, and for the first time in our history, the British people could not be deprived of explicit sexual expression. No wonder we binged.


In 2004, after building porn sites for other businesses for almost a decade, I launched my own video service, Strictly Broadband, which sold rentals of porn DVDs in online streaming form (it was somewhat similar in approach to later services like Netflix). As I became more involved with the adult entertainment industry, I became increasingly aware of two trends: first, there was a new morality movement on the rise; the liberalism of the 90s generation was fading. And second, the British state was well aware of the rising threat to its power, and was preparing to claw it back, using pornography as one of the key excuses for taking draconian action (terrorism being another favoured excuse, in the wake of 9/11). Both of these trends – the new moralists, and state censorship – began to worry me, and to draw me back again towards political involvement. In 2008, the financial crash led to an upsurge in activism, as a new left-wing generation – the first since the 1980s – became involved in battling a Conservative-led government.


The old anti-sex movement, led by the vociferous, veteran decency campaigner Mary Whitehouse, had become a laughing stock, a memory of more religious and uptight generations. When Whitehouse died, in 2001, it had seemed to herald the end of an era. What I missed at the time, and discovered later, was that Whitehouse’s death had left a space for the arrival of a new morality movement. The old moralists had wielded the Bible in one hand, and the Daily Mail in the other. This new movement was younger. Instead of coming from Middle England, it arrived from academia. Rather than use the language of religious morality, it appeared under the umbrella of feminism and liberalism. And in place of the Mail, it was backed by the Guardian. Just like Whitehouse, these new activists hated pornography most of all, and blamed it for many of the world’s (often imaginary) ills.


For me, emerging blinking back into the world of political activism after a couple of decades, this was disorientating. I was a Labour-voting (well, until Iraq anyway), Guardian-reading leftie; what had happened to my tribe? I had believed that the new, secular Britain had left behind the old conservative attitudes about sex and sexuality; but instead, the anti-sex tendency had merely lain dormant, redefined itself for a new era, and waited for its time to come. I had thought the decline of organised religion would bring about the end of moralists who sought to control other people’s private behaviours. I was wrong: the fear of sex, and the power to control populations using sexual repression, are far older and more primal instincts than mere religion or politics.


I sought to become involved in campaigning against censorship, and discovered that there is little that could be described as an anti-censorship movement in the UK. I found myself almost alone in a parliamentary inquiry, trying to convince MPs that censorship – whether of pornography or anything else – is antithetical to democracy and to liberal values. It was dispiriting indeed to discover how deeply a fear of free expression had become embedded in British culture and politics, not just on the right, but at least as much on the left.


Left and right are not tied to permanent sets of principles, but are mere labels; ever-changing statements of tribal identity. This is hardly a new observation: George Orwell, always ahead of his time, understood the fluidity of political identity better than anyone when he wrote in closing Animal Farm: “The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again, but already it was impossible to say which was which”. Orwell also noted the conservatism inherent within the left in 1984: the ruling clique was known as Ingsoc – an abbreviation for the English Socialist Party. Young people were encouraged to join the Junior Anti-Sex League, “which advocated complete celibacy for both sexes… The Party was trying to kill the sex instinct, or if it could not be killed, then to distort it and dirty it”.


This book, Porn Panic!, documents the neo-puritans, their origins, and the numerous moral panics they have sown in recent years. These panics have been supported by a wide variety of players, each with their own reasons for wanting to put free expression, and most of all sexual expression, back in its box. Ultimately their collective aim is to create the conditions for something that has not yet occurred in any democratic country: wide-scale, state-enforced censorship of the Internet. They do this by making the case that, when it comes to expression, there are some lines that simply must not be crossed, and that therefore the state must intervene in public discourse.


I will show that evidence that pornography causes harm simply does not exist; but I will also make the case that, even if porn had proved to be in some way harmful, censorship is far more harmful. Empowering the state to control our speech has been done many times, for many reasons, and rarely (if ever) with good outcomes. It is tempting to think we can merely censor the ‘bad stuff’ while allowing the ‘good stuff’ to get through: but this is not possible. To accept state censorship is to empower the state to decide which expression it will act against next. We should allow the state new powers with the greatest caution, or regret at leisure. In the words of the great Enlightenment thinker Benjamin Franklin: “Those who will give up essential Liberty, to purchase a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety”.





2



40,000 Years of Porn




And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed – Genesis 2:25


And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them – Genesis 3:21





The first problem one encounters in writing about pornography is to define what it is; the term is often used as a derogatory one, as a label for any form of sexual expression that is considered too gratuitous, too crude or lacking in artistic or intellectual value by the viewer to be labelled art. Thus, almost any form of expression, artistic or otherwise, that is related to sexuality, is pornographic from some person’s viewpoint. ‘Pornography’ is the insult that is thrown at the work that the viewer considers offensive; and since offence is in the eye of the beholder, any sexual work is potentially pornographic.


The late American pornstar and porn-maker Kelly Steele, who I knew when she lived in London, believed that in order to be pornographic, a work must be shocking, and so the duty of a true pornographer must be to continually test society’s tolerance for what can be ‘acceptable’. However, artists in many other fields also set themselves this objective: to shock and to test the bounds of societal morals and taboos could be said to be a function of all art, not just that narrow selection that, instinctively, we label as pornographic.


The UK’s film censor, the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) has two categories for content it deems to be potentially harmful to children: a work that is considered pornographic (but within the bounds of UK obscenity law) may be awarded an R18 certificate, meaning it can only be distributed via one of the UK’s 400 or so licensed sex shops, or shown in a licensed adult cinema. It is illegal to sell an R18 (or unclassified) work via mail order. A softer title, featuring simulated or hidden sex acts, may receive an 18 certificate, meaning that it can be put out for general cinematic release, and sold via unlicensed shops and by mail order.


The boundary between 18 and R18, however, is a complex one; explicit sex acts may feature in films that, because the censor deems them to have some artistic merit, still receive an 18 certificate and are therefore approved for general cinematic release. The 2000 French film Baise Moi, featuring an explicit rape scene, and 9 Songs (2004) including multiple hard-core sex scenes, were both awarded 18 certificates. A particular sexual act in one context may be approved for cinematic release, while an identical scene in a different context may only be available on DVD in sex shops. British people are generally unaware that the decision as to what is – or is not – artistic still lies in the hands of government-appointed censors, rather than with art commentators or the general public. Furthermore, we fund these acts of censorship, and they are carried out in the name of protecting us, the public. Britain is one of the most censored nations in the democratic world; and is becoming more so.


The definition of pornography therefore changes depending on who is viewing it, and when. As mass communication becomes more open, we fail to be shocked by things that might have been considered too much by previous generations.


None of this takes us much further in defining porn; it apparently refers to any sexual expression, some sexual expression, or nothing at all, depending on whose eyes we are looking through. The best definition, perhaps, was famously provided by the US Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart in 1964 when he declared:




I shall not today attempt further to define the kinds of material I understand to be embraced within that shorthand description [“hard-core pornography”]; and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly doing so. But I know it when I see it…





In a world of free expression, this definition would work just fine, were it not for one small problem: some people (whatever their stated or actual objectives may be) feel the need to control and restrict the personal lives of others. While most people may be happy to enjoy pornography (or erotica, or sexual art), and to allow others to do so, it only takes a small, active minority to impose controls over the lives of the majority.


The histories of artistic expression, sexual expression, sexuality, free speech and political freedom are intimately entwined with each other; an attack on any of these freedoms is an attack on them all. Sexual expression is often declared to be the ‘canary in the coal mine’: while many attack porn because they genuinely dislike or fear it, for authoritarians, it is simply chosen because it is a soft and hard-to-defend target. Put into place a legal and regulatory regime that ostensibly exists to censor pornography, and controls on other expression can and will follow.


As for my definition of pornography: I use it to mean any form of expression that somebody could find sexually stimulating. I tend to use terms like ‘porn’, ‘erotica’ and ‘sexual expression’ interchangeably, since in practise they mean the same thing, especially to those who choose to attack our right to enjoy them.


When I refer to porn I am not including images and videos of nonconsensual acts such as rape and child abuse. Consenting adult sexual behaviour is not equivalent to, and should not be compared with, sexual violence; those who try to blur this obvious distinction should be treated with suspicion.


Ice-Age Pornography


Some of the earliest known human artworks were pornographic.


Many variants of carved Venus figurines or Mother Goddesses, some estimated to have been made up to 40,000 years ago, have been discovered across much of the Old World (in fact, disputed Venuses discovered in North Africa and the Middle East may date back as far as 500,000 years). These carvings typically display a curvaceous female form with a clear focus on feminine sexuality.


Art of the Ice Age, an exhibition at the British Museum which opened in February 2013, featured mankind’s oldest known art – much of which is straightforwardly erotic. The exhibition included the oldest known ceramic work, the Venus of Dolní Věstonice, a piece made at least 25,000 years ago, and discovered in (what is now) the Czech Republic. This Venus features an obviously erotic female figure with exaggerated breasts and buttocks but with little attention paid to other, apparently less important, features like a face or arms.


The Wikipedia page on Mother Goddesses drily states: “Some archaeologists believe they were intended to represent goddesses, while others believe that they could have served some other purpose”. It is not hard to guess what that “other purpose” might be; although sexually explicit figures like Mother Goddesses may evolve to be used in sacred rituals over time, it is difficult to deny that they, like all erotic art that followed, would have been of value because of their sexually stimulating nature; yet contemporary commentators, looking back at the pornography of ancient times, will tend to play on its ‘sacred’ and ‘spiritual’ nature, while taking care to avoid mention of its probable masturbatory purposes.


While all societies exhibit some degree of squeamishness in dealing with sexual expression in their present, commentators tend to explain away ancient sexual expression by ascribing noble intentions to the people who made it. At other times, ancient porn is simply censored, hidden away or destroyed completely. In these ways, puritans continually try to rewrite mankind’s history – sanitised, with the sex removed. Perhaps future archaeologists, stumbling across the universal ‘spunking cock’ symbol with which today’s schoolboys happily decorate toilet walls, will conduct earnest debates about the use of fertility symbols in our society; or discovering a stash of hard-core porn magazines, they will enthuse about our civilisation’s ‘spiritual’ appreciation of the nubile female form. Regardless of the meanings we might ascribe to specific instances of sexual imagery, its regular reappearance across time and geography is undeniable; humans, for as long as we have had the technology to express anything artistically, have shown a particular interest in depicting sexuality.


The Venus figurines, first carved from stone and later sculpted from ceramics, are just the first of many examples of a phenomenon that repeats throughout history and prehistory: whenever communications technology has taken a leap forward, from ancient carving to the Internet, it invariably leads to a new explosion of sexual expression, a new sexual revolution. The appearance of writing for the first time, over 5000 years ago in ancient Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq), again brought with it erotic (or pornographic) expression, such as this extract from “The Courtship of Inanna and Dumuzi”, one of the world’s oldest known love poems:




Inanna spoke:


“My vulva, the horn,


The Boat of Heaven,


Is full of eagerness like the young moon.


My untilled land lies fallow.


As for me, Inanna,


Who will plow my vulva?


Who will plow my high field?


Who will plow my wet ground?


As for me, the young woman,


Who will plow my vulva?


Who will station the ox there?


Who will plow my vulva?”


Dumuzi replied:


“Great Lady, the king will plow your vulva?


I, Dumuzi the King, will plow your vulva.”


Inanna:


“Then plow my vulva, man of my heart!


Plow my vulva!”


…


The shepherd Dumuzi filled my lap with cream and milk,


He stroked my pubic hair,


He watered my womb.


He laid his hands on my holy vulva,


He smoothed my black boat with cream,


He quickened my narrow boat with milk,


He caressed me on the bed.1





This poem would be censored in many modern societies, including some that consider themselves liberal bastions of free speech. It might be labelled as ungodly, permissive, obscene, harmful to children or offensive to women. In some ways, we don’t appear to have come very far in the past 5000 years.


The Eternal Backlash against Sexual Expression


The sexual art from ancient societies reveals our eternal obsession with sex, and also a second aspect of human sexual history: societies appear to go through cycles of sexual freedom followed by repression. It seems that each leap forward in the open expression and discussion of sexuality is later met with a backlash, with the intent of pushing sexual expression back underground. As notable as the appearance of overtly sexual Venus figures across a wide area of prehistoric Europe, Asia and Africa, is the fact of their vanishing. History and prehistory appear to be dotted with a series of sexual revolutions, each one ending with a backlash and a rise in conservative, anti-sex attitudes. Perhaps the only thing as universal in human society as a love of sex is a fear of sex, and history witnesses a never-ending tussle between these two great forces.


Just as writing brought about new forms of highly sexual expression in Mesopotamia, it was later seized upon as a tool to bring about the rise of religious power, and with it political control. The Middle East, being the birthplace of civilisation and of writing, inevitably became the source of many of the world’s great religions. The Old and New Testaments of the Bible, written over the course of around 1600 years of turbulent Middle Eastern history, demonstrate the evolution of sexual morality. A state machine was emerging, with the holy texts as the source of its power, and unlike the earlier Mesopotamian celebration of sex, Biblical attitudes to sexuality are often repressive ones. Over time, sex gradually becomes acceptable only within marriage, or sometimes as a prize to soldiers for military conquest.


The rise and fall of sexual freedoms, including explicit sexual expression, appears to march hand in hand with the rise and fall of political freedoms. Lenin’s Soviet Union, in its post-revolutionary burst of exuberant liberty, was the first modern state to decriminalise homosexuality; but as the nation lapsed swiftly back into authoritarian dictatorship, Stalin re-criminalised it in 1933, and homosexual behaviour remained underground for another 60 years, until post-Soviet Russia experienced another, brief, upsurge in political and social liberty in the 1990s. Nazi Germany attacked and criminalised sexual expression, homosexuality and abortion rights. The Vatican was a powerful supporter of Italian fascism, the Franco dictatorship in Spain, and US-backed dictatorships in Latin America, and all of these repressive regimes were marked with a rise in support for ‘family values’, and intolerance for sexual expression, women’s reproductive rights and homosexuality.


The 1950s McCarthy era in the United States was perhaps America’s greatest deviation away from its founding principle of free speech, as communists (or to be more accurate, people labelled communists) were attacked and suppressed. Unsurprisingly, McCarthy’s Red Scare was also accompanied by a strengthening in anti-sex ‘family values’, and a lesser-known witch-hunt against homosexuals known as the Lavender Scare.


In a 1993 Playboy article, the writer Peter Hamill wrote about the link between sexual and political freedoms:




Recent history teaches us that most tyrannies have a puritanical nature. The sexual restrictions of Stalin’s Soviet Union, Hitler’s Germany and Mao’s China would have gladdened the hearts of those Americans who fear sexual images and literature. Their ironfisted puritanism wasn’t motivated by a need to erase inequality. They wanted to smother the personal chaos that can accompany sexual freedom and subordinate it to the granite face of the state. Every tyrant knows that if he can control human sexuality, he can control life.2





So, political and sexual freedoms appear to be inseparable, though cause and effect are harder to identify. Often, sexual expression is the first form of expression to come under attack by a repressive state machine, simply because it represents the softest target; it is easier to convince a frightened public that pornography, nudity and erotic art are somehow harmful than it is to openly attack free speech. But once censorship mechanisms are established, once populations accept the role of the censor as a valid one, all forms of expression can, and will, come under attack. Societies that are intolerant of free speech will be particularly intolerant of any expression related to minorities, including sexual minorities. Social conservatives – those people who most strongly believe that human nature must be regulated and controlled – are the very people most likely to thrive under authoritarian political regimes, and to be appointed to censorship roles.


Where Are We Now?


So if attacks on sexual expression are a proxy for rising intolerance and authoritarianism in general, one can quickly gauge the current state of a society by watching its anti-porn campaigners, examining how seriously they are taken by the mass media and politicians, and measuring the effectiveness of their banning campaigns. One can also examine the attitudes of the next generation of adults: student attitudes, above all, are a good proxy for the state of society now and in the near future. Universities are traditionally thought of as places of tolerance, intelligence and free thought; if a subject cannot be intelligently and politely discussed on campus, where can it be?


On this basis, we have something to fear. For example, some student unions have recently voted to ban the widely disliked, but still popular, Sun newspaper from university campuses, primarily on the basis that topless women can be seen on Page 3. This comes in spite of the fact that the paper’s circulation has been in decline for years (as have those of most paper publications), that Page 3 has been a daily feature for over four decades, and that – unlike in 1973 when Page 3 was born – images of topless women can now easily be found online. In other words, such bans come not in response to a rising new threat, but as an exercise in authoritarian muscle-flexing.


The censorship effect of banning a newspaper on campus is almost insignificant in practice, but what it signals is deeply disturbing. A new generation of students has seized on censorship as an acceptable tool with which to further political or moral goals, and this extends far beyond the Sun. They ban it because they can, because they enjoy the power that censorship brings, and because tolerance for other people’s ‘unacceptable’ reading habits has apparently fizzled away on university campuses. We might note that the Sun has a primarily working-class readership, and university student unions are pretty middle-class affairs. The stench of snobbery and class bullying can often be detected where censorship is involved: elitists have rarely doubted their right to judge and control the reading matter of the lower classes.


Today’s advocates for censorship are not necessarily opposed to sexual expression. When I founded the Sex & Censorship campaign and blog in 2013, I attracted many supporters who identified as pro-porn and sex-positive, and assumed that such people must also be anti-censorship. As my blogging progressed, I found that many apparently liberal people were only opposed to censorship of things they enjoyed, but would not extend that principle to things they disapproved of. So, for example, there was the young woman who enthusiastically backed my opposition to the government ban on ‘rape porn’, but who believed Page 3 should be removed from the Sun. There was the sex blogger who often retweeted my pro-pornography links, but became apoplectic when I flagged concern about a moral panic taking place against (allegedly) misogynistic computer games. Campaigning against censorship on principle, it turned out, can be a lonely business.


Is it Censorship?


Almost nobody ever proudly proclaims themselves to be pro-censorship. This is especially true in today’s climate, when some of the most ardent advocates of censorship are to the left of centre and see themselves as pretty liberal types. Dictionary.com provides five definitions of ‘censor’, of which the first two are useful for the purposes of this book. The first is the one that most people would think of:




An official who examines books, plays, news reports, motion pictures, radio and television programs, letters, cablegrams, etc., for the purpose of suppressing parts deemed objectionable on moral, political, military, or other grounds.





But it is important to understand that censorship is something that anybody can do, and the more social power a person has, the more they can censor. The second, more useful definition is:




Any person who supervises the manners or morality of others.





This applies, for example, to those student-union committee members that vote to ban the Sun from being sold on campus. Getting oneself elected to the student union brings a little bit of power to control the flow of information. But in this digital age, it can apply equally well to anyone. The Internet has democratised publishing, and pushed the power of disseminating information down to the masses. Today, we are all publishers (if we choose), as well as readers, and we all pick and choose what to publish.


As soon as a person opens a Twitter or Facebook account, they are at liberty to begin censoring their own view of the world, simply by following people they like and blocking people they dislike. At the individual level, it is hard to argue that this is in any way harmful: even I have occasionally blocked people that persist in tweeting abuse at me. But on a mass scale, this form of censorship might be one of the most corrosive.


Much has been written recently on the creation of ‘echo chambers’ – clusters of people on social media that deliberately censor their view of the world by only listening to people they agree with anyway. Worrying research has found that, increasingly, people choose not to listen to anything they dislike or disagree with. One recent piece of research3 analysed online debates about climate change, and found that almost no commentator was being listened to by both sides. I was named in the research (or rather @MoronWatch, a political Twitter account I run, was named) as one of very few people that was being followed by both sides. This was personally gratifying, but also depressing. Rather than convince deniers that climate change requires action, commentators are increasingly shouting, pointlessly, at the converted.


Similarly, I have witnessed some of my left-wing Facebook friends boasting that they unfriended people, whether for opposing gay marriage, voting Tory or some other form of thought crime. This behaviour puzzles me: my aim in conducting political discourse is to change minds, not to hide from unpalatable ideas. Instead of joyously using our newfound power to challenge views we dislike, some of us prefer instead to pretend we live in a perfect world where nobody disagrees with us. A medium that has united humankind globally is also segregating us: this could prove dangerous.


So censorship is any act that disrupts the free flow of information, from a ban on reporting a particular story, to the murder of a blogger. While the most powerful acts of censorship are carried out by state machines, increasingly censorship is becoming an activity that anyone can do. For those of us that celebrated the unprecedented freedom of expression brought about by the Internet, this has been an unexpected development.


Moral panics, the core subject of this book, are designed to make censorship and other forms of repression more acceptable, by persuading the public, the media and the political class that mere expression – words, pictures, videos, ideas – can, in some way, cause harm. Moral entrepreneurs – the people who architect and drive moral panics – must move with the times. Their message must chime with a large segment of the population, and especially with the young. It is exactly because of the triumph of liberal values in the second half of the 20th century that today’s highly illiberal anti-sex messages have been recrafted in the language of liberalism.





3



The Trouble with Winning




If I can’t dance, I don’t want your revolution! – Emma Goldman





Pondering on the fresh election of the left-winger Jeremy Corbyn as leader of the Labour Party, a friend put his finger on what made the event so exciting. “We’re just so used to losing”, he said. Although I was less of a Corbynite than he, I saw his point. Both of us had become involved in left-wing politics just as Thatcher and Reagan began their joint crusade to erode social democracy and shift power back to the market, a moment that turned out to be a significant historical turning point.


Over the following decade, we saw our side lose every battle it fought, and we became used to losing. Trade unions were defeated time and again, most notably during the miners’ strike of 1984/5, the sad ending of which broke the morale of the labour movement. State-owned industries and assets were privatised. The huge fortresses of industrial militancy, from coal mines to steel mills, were closed down or heavily automated. The industrial working class, which had brought down a Conservative government in 1974, was a shrinking, spent political force by 1990, and plummeting trade-union membership reflected this new reality. We had grown up in a world divided into nominally capitalist and socialist societies. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the switch of Russia and Eastern Europe to a market-based economy (China having begun similar reforms in 1979), the global left, a series of movements dating back to the mid-19th century, appeared to have run out of steam.


The 1980s was a dismal time to be on the left, and unsurprisingly, many activists drifted away. What remained of the political left was no longer based in heavy industry, in working-class towns and inner cities, or among immigrant populations; instead it increasingly retrenched within public-service unions and sections of academia. It became more middle-class and whiter, subtly adopted new values, and began to evolve into a very different movement.
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