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CONIESTING PORNOGRAPHY: TERMINISTIC 
CATHARSIS AND DEFINTI10NAL ARGUMENT 

Catherine Helen Palczewski* 

The 1980s bore witness to an interesting 
and confounding development in the on
going debate over what constituted pornog
raphy. The traditional liberal vs. conserva
tive disagreement was supplemented by 
competing feminist voices, voices that both 
defended and critiqued pornography. 1 Most 
of the debate centered around a civil rights 
ordinance written for the Minneapolis city 
council by Catharine A. MacKinnon, now a 
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Jackson, Annandale, VA: SCA, 1995. Portions of the essay 
also were presented at the 1995 Speech Communication Asso
ciation Conference, held in San Antonio, Texas, November 
18-21, 1995. This essay grows out of the author's dissertation, 
which was directed by G. Thomas Goodnight at Northwestern 
University. The author would like to thank the past editor of 
A&A-Edward Schiappa, the present editor-Dale Herbecfc, 
Craig Cutbirth, and the reviewers for the carefol reading of this 
essay and their extremely usefol feedback. 

1 In many ways, the feminist critiques and defenses of 
pornography made clear the lines of disagreement be
tween feminists concerning the pleasures and dangers of 
sexuality. The importance of the feminist critique of 
pornography became clear at the 1982 Barnard Confer
ence, "Towards a Politics of Sexuality" where a deep 
division developed between feminists concerning what 
to do about, and how to view, pornography (Ryan 114). 
The division stemmed from an inquiry into the pleasure 
and danger involved in sexuality, as well as the powers 
of desire (Vance; Snitow et al.). In many ways, Leidholdt 
and Raymond's The Sexual Liberals and the Attack on 
Feminism can be read as a response to defenses of por· 
nography represented by the conference. 

professor of law at the University of Michi
gan, and Andrea Dworkin, author and fem
inist activist. The Ordinance defined pornog
raphy as the "graphic sexually explicit 
subordination of women through pictures 
and/ or words ... " and it created standing to 
sue in civil court for women (and men, chil
dren, and transsexuals used in the place of 
women) who had experienced discrimina
tion as a result of the traffic in pornography, 
who had been coerced into pornographic 
performances, who had pornography forced 
on them, or who had been assaulted as a 
result of pornography (Dworkin and Mac
Kinnon 134). 

The sustained disagreement over what 
constitutes the celebratory expression of sex
uality and what represents the graphic, sex
ually explicit subordination of women marks 
the pornography controversy as one to 
which argumentation scholars should attend. 
In fact, even with the 1986 legal pronuncia
tion that the MacKinnon and Dworkin Civil 
Rights Ordinance did not pass constitutional 
muster, the controversy over the feminist 
critique of pornography continues. In 1995, 
ACLU President Nadine Strossen published 
Defending Pornography and Canadian feminist 
W endy McElroy published A Woman's Right 
to Pornography. In 1997, noted U.S. feminist 
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theorist Judith Butler published Excitable 
Speech and MacKinnon and Dworkin pub
lished In Harm's Way: The Pornography Civil 
Rights Hearings. In 1998, Gail Dines et al. 
published Pornography: The Production and 
Consumption of Inequality andjanejuffer pub
lished At Home With Pornography. In 2000, 
Drucilla Cornell published an edited collec
tion, Pornography and Feminism. 

The pornography controversy is a com
plex one, spanning personal, technical and 
public argument (see Goodnight) as it in
vokes social, moral, legal, and ethical claims. 
It also raises interesting theoretical questions 
about the way personal testimony operates 
in public argument (see Palczewski "Survi
vor" and "Public"). Prior to all of these con
siderations, however, is how the controversy 
is distinguished by the primary role played 
by definitional argument. Ultimately, the 
controversy was and is over the definition of 
pornography (Kendrick xiii-xiv and 31; 
Hawkins and Zimring chapter 2; Duggan, 
Hunter and Vance 133-43; McElroy chapter 
2; Strossen chapter 6; Dworkin and Mac
Kinnon). Legislative and administrative ac
tion is "inseparable from ... defin[ing] what 
[pornography] meant - since the justice and 
effectiveness of any law depend on the pre
cision with which its object is identified" 
(Kendrick 215). 

The centrality of definition makes sense, 
given that " 'observations' are but implica
tions of the particular terminology in terms 
of which the observations are made" (Burke, 
Language 46). Names select, reflect, and de
flect "reality" (Burke, Language 46). Thus, 
definitional argument is a constant, if im
plicit, part of persuasion insofar as "the pro
cess of convincing requires not only that a 
given policy be accepted but also that a 
given vocabulary (or set of understandings) 
be integrated into the public repertoire" 
(Condit 6). In this case, once a definition of 
pornography has been accepted, a particular 
course of action follows. If pornography is 
obscenity, then criminal sanctions should be 
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imposed against all those involved in its pro
duction and use. If pornography is expres
sion, then it should be encouraged in a 
society that values free expression. If por
nography is the subordination of women, 
then civil sanctions should be applied 
against those who harm the women; the 
women involved in pornography's produc
tion are not criminals, but one of the people 
harmed by a discriminatory act. Accord
ingly, before any other type of analysis of the 
pornography controversy may be com
pleted, a clear understanding of the dynam
ics of the definitional controversy is re
quired. What, exactly, have MacKinnon and 
Dworkin done to destabilize the term's 
meaning and how have they used its ambi
guity to open space for an alternative analy
sis of pornography? 

In many ways, MacKinnon and Dwor
kin's work extends the second wave feminist 
critique of pornography, which focused on 
how it intensified the power imbalance be
tween men and women.2 Laura Lederer, ed
itor of the influential collection Take Back the 
Night, distinguished this feminist critique of 
pornography from traditional obscenity 
analysis, arguing: 

Until recently there have been only two sides to 
the pornography issue: the conservative approach, 
which argues that pornography is immoral because it 
exposes the human body; and the liberal approach, 
which presents pornography as just one more aspect 
of our ever-expanding human sexuality. (Take Back 
the Nigh4 presents a third and feminist perspective: 
That pornography is the ideology of a culture which 
promotes and condones rape, woman-battering, and 
other crimes of violence against women. {19-20) 

This critique of pornography was operation
alized with the proposal of the Ordinance. 

2 For examples of the early critique and its evolution, 
see Susan Brownmiller's 1975 Against Our Will; Andrea 
Dworkin's 1974 Woman Hating, 1976 Our Blood, and 
1979 Pornography; Robin Morgan's 1980 "Theory and 
Practice: Pornography and Rape"; and Gloria Steinem's 
1976 "Pornography-Not Sex But the Obscene Use of 
Power" and 1980 "Erotica and Pornography: A Clear 
and Present Difference". 
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The Ordinance twice was adopted by the 
Minneapolis city council as an amendment 
to the Minneapolis Code of Ordinances re
lating to Civil Rights and twice was vetoed 
by the mayor. Later, Indianapolis adopted 
the Ordinance as an amendment to the civil 
rights law of the city of Indianapolis and 
Marion County and it was signed by the 
mayor. The District Court of Appeals for 
Indianapolis eventually declared it unconsti
tutional on First Amendment grounds (Amer
ican Booksellers Assn. v. Hudnut) and the legal 
future of the law was resolved in 1986 when 
the Supreme Court denied a petition for a 
rehearing of the Hudnut case (Hudnut v. 
ABA). 

This essay focuses on the debates over 
the MacKinnon-Dworkin Anti-Pornography 
Ordinance to explore one instance of defini
tional argument: the attempt to effect a re
definition. Accordingly, I hope to add to the 
growing body of argumentation scholarship 
on definitional argument. David Zarefsky's 
keynote at the 1997 Alta Conference on Ar
gumentation recognizes the importance of 
definitional argument insofar as "[d]efini
tions ... are fundamental units of argument" 
{4). He concludes that argument scholars 
need to "understand the role of defining and 
redefining situations, creating and modifying 
frames, at both the micro- and the macro
levels" {9) in order to understand the "argu
mentative moves that are involved" {7). 

As part of this attention to the role of 
definition in argument, many have provided 
case studies of the effect of definitional argu
ment on the progress of a dispute. 3 Perhaps 
the most comprehensive theory provided for 
the effect of definition on argument is J. Rob
ert Cox's 1981 essay, "Argument and the 
'Definition of the Situation.' " In this essay, 

3 See Broda-Bahm; Depoe; Dionosopoulos & Crable; 
McGee; Olson; Schiappa "Dissociation" and "Toward"; 
Titsworth; Walton; and Zarefsky et al. In addition to 
these analyses of definitional argument, there also exists 
a body of literature on argument from definition, an issue 
that is not the focus of this essay. 

3 
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Cox posits: "{1) actors' definitions of the sit
uation {DS) emerge in their symbolic inter
action with their environment; and {2) these 
definitions function in identifiable ways as 
context-specific 'rules' for actors' judgments 
and actions" {197). Cox's essay focuses on 
the second of these two roles of definitional 
argument. My interest is related to the first 
element Cox noted, how "actors' definitions 
of the situation ... emerge in their symbolic 
interaction with their environment," and 
how those definitions are contested. By ana
lyzing in detail how one argument over def
inition was operationalized and resisted, I 
hope to do more than merely indicate that a 
definitional shift occurred. Instead, I offer 
one theory of how a definitional shift can be 
advocated. 

Other studies have explored the mechan
ics of how definitional argument occurs. 
Schiappa's 1993 essay, "Arguing About Def
initions," explores the way definitional argu
ment can function through the process of 
dissociation. Much like Schiappa's essay, I 
seek to contribute an analysis of how a def
initional shift actually occurs on the micro
level (as opposed to looking at the macro
level effects of the proposed definition) 
through terministic catharsis, a concept in
troduced by Kenneth Burke in his 1962 
"What are the Signs of What" essay (Lan
guage 367). I argue that definitional shifts can 
occur when ambiguity is created within a 
term as a result of rhetors' simultaneous de
ployment of a term in multiple locations of 
the Burkean pentad, thus stretching the term 
to encompass more. 

Definition is a central concern of Burke's 
in The Grammar of Motives and my hope is 
that this essay can demonstrate the utility of 
the pentad not only for discerning motive, 
but also for tracking the genesis of the con
dition of ambiguity that enables terministic 
catharsis. Burke recognizes that "[d]efinition 
itself is a symbolic act ... " (Language 44). 
Thus, it is understandable why "a Dramatis
tic approach to the analysis of language starts 
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with problems of terministic catharsis" 
(Burke, Language 367). 

Using Burke's critical matrix of the pentad 
as a framework, I argue that advocates for a 
definitional shift created the possibility for a 
"terministic catharsis" by simultaneously lo
cating pornography in multiple locations on 
the pentad, highlighting its act/agent/agency 
functions. As described by Burke, 

a Dramatistic approach to the analysis of language 
starts with problems of terministic catharsis (which is 
another word for "rebirth," transcendence, transub
stantiation, or simply for "transformation" in the 
sense of the technically developmental, as when a 
major term is found somehow to have moved on, and 
thus to have in effect changed its nature either by 
adding new meanings to its old nature, or by yielding 
place to some other term that henceforth takes over 
its functions wholly or in part). (Language 367) 

In using Burke, my argument is not that 
terministic catharsis through pentadic am
biguity is the only way to understand defini
tional argument. Instead, I posit that recog
nizing pentadic ambiguity through multiplic
ity enables a critic to identify the condition 
of ambiguity that Burke argues is necessary 
to enable transformation of a term's mean
ing. "[I]n fact," Burke explains, "without 
such areas, transformation would be impos
sible" (Grammar xix). Pentadic multiplicity 
provides an example of "resources of ambi
guity," ambiguity being the area in which 
"transformations take place" (xix). 

This pentadic multiplicity is distinct from 
Burke's notion of ratios in the sense that 
even though ratios recognize the consubstan
tiality of all elements insofar as they share in 
the substance of the act, my approach argues 
for a form of transubstantiality, where one 
concept actually becomes multiple elements 
of the pentad. Although Burke recognizes 
that the same item or concept may be lo
cated in multiple locations of the pentad, his 
example is of different people locating the 
body in different pentadic locations - not a 
single rhetor simultaneously locating an item 
in multiple locations (Grammar xx). 
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Additionally, I would argue pentadic mul
tiplicity is not a simple instance of strong 
ratios. The issue is not that the scene contains 
the act (Grammar 3), or that one element 
determines (15) another, but that a single item 
is others. In fact, Burke argues that the act
agent ratio is one that is a "temporal or 
sequential relationship" (16). The fact that 
MacK.innon and Dworkin seem to simulta
neously locate pornography as act, agent, 
and agency would belie the existence of a 
traditional ratio. 

Finally, my argument does not seek to 
make a judgment about the correctness of 
the regulation of sexually explicit, violent, 
and/or sexist materials.4 Clearly, a wealth of 
interesting rhetorical and argumentative fea
tures appear in the pornography contro
versy, the analysis of which are beyond the 
scope of this essay. 

Given the focus of this essay, I first estab
lish that the history of the contests over por
nography identify it as an area ripe for ter
ministic catharsis, where the term, on a 
number of occasions, "is found somehow to 
have moved on." The rest of the essay then 
focuses on the most recent of those transfor
mations, comparing MacK.innon and Dwor
kin's argument for a redefinition to feminists' 
possessive and liberals' resistances to that 
move. As indicated above, I argue that 
MacK.innon and Dworkin's approach shifts 
the definitional grounds from traditional em
phases on purpose-effect to an understand
ing of pornography as an act-agent-agency 
that constructs a scene. The ACLU and rep-

4 For analyses of pornography as a form of sex dis
crimination, see Brownmiller: Diamond; Dines; Dwor
kin Woman, Our Blood, Pornography, "Pornography is a 
Civil Rights Issue," and "Pornography"; ltzen; Leidholdt 
& Raymond; MacKinnon Feminism, "Pornography," To
ward; Morgan; Pollard; Russell; Steinam "Pornogra
phy"; and Sunstein. For critiques of the MacKinnon and 
Dworkin position, see Burstyn; Butler; Christensen; 
Duggan et al.; FACT;Juffer; McElroy; Meyer; Segal & 
Mclntosh; Snitow et al.; Strossen Defending and "A Fem
inist"; Vance. For critical analyses of the controversy, see 
Chancer; Downs; Gubar & Hoff; Hawkins & Zimring; 
Hoff; Hunt; Kendrick; Palczewski "Public" and "Survi
vor". 
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resentatives from the Feminist Anti-Censor
ship Taskforce (FACT) resist this move by 
maintaining an understanding of pornogra
phy as purpose. 

IDENTIFYING A DEFINITIONAL 

SHIFT 

One way to establish that a definitional 
shift has occurred is to identify an example 
of terministic catharsis. Constructing a his
tory of pornography's terministic catharsis is 
no easy task given that "[l]ittle of a chrono
logical nature has been written about por
nography that attempts to explain how it 
passed from obscurity in ancient times into a 
contemporary mass phenomenon without 
acquiring either a history or a legal defini
tion" (Hoff 17). In fact, historian Joan Hoff 
argues "there is no truly synthetic, interpre
tive history of pornography or eroticism" 
(17). Fortunately, such a history is being con
structed (see Hunt). And, it may be that the 
term's equivocality is precisely what distin
guishes its history. 

Prior to the nineteenth century, "[p]ornog
raphy did not constitute a wholly separate 
and distinct category of written or visual rep
resentation" (Hunt 9-10). Isolated sexually 
explicit pictures did not appear; instead, 
such images were presented in conjunction 
with critiques of religious and political au
thorities (Hunt 10). An understanding of por
nography developed out of this "messy, two
way, push and pull between the intention of 
authors, artists and engravers to test the 
boundaries of the 'decent' and the aim of the 
ecclesiastical and secular police to regulate 
it" (Hunt 10). Lynn Hunt, editor of The In
vention of Pornography, argues: "Although de
sire, sensuality, eroticism and even the ex
plicit depiction of sexual organs can be 
found in many, if not all, times and places, 
pornography as a legal and artistic category 
seems to be an especially Western idea with 
a specific chronology and geography" (10). 
Part of this chronology is debate over its 
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definition: "Pornography was not a given; it 
was defined over time and by the conflicts 
between writers, artists and engravers on the 
one side and spies, policemen, clergymen 
and state officials on the other" (Hunt 11). 

In the 1970's, feminist voices entered into 
this push and pull to make it an even mess
ier, three-way contest. Evolving from earlier 
works, the understanding of pornography as 
more than sexually expressive speech was 
solidified by Dworkin and MacKinnon's 
work on pornography and sexual harass
ment In 1979, Andrea Dworkin published 
Pornography: Men Possessing Women and Ca
tharine MacKinnon published The Sexual 
Harassment of Working Women. This timely 
convergence provided MacKinnon and 
Dworkin the vocabulary to describe pornog
raphy as sex discrimination. Dworkin pro
vided a detailed description of pornography 
and MacKinnon discussed the way sexual 
harassment violates women's civil rights. 

Dworkin's Pornography moves beyond de
scribing pornography as "the root cause" of 
discrimination and instead describes it as 
harmful per se: 

The valuation of women's sexuality in pornography 
is objective and real because women are so regarded 
and so valued. The force depicted in pornography is 
objective and real because force is so used against 
women. The debasing of women depicted in pornog
raphy and intrinsic to it is objective and real in that 
women are so debased. The uses of women depicted 
in pornography are objective and real because 
women are so used. The women used in pornogra
phy are used in pornography. The definition of 
women articulated systematically and consistently in 
pornography is objective and real in that real women 
exist within and must live with constant reference to 
the boundaries of this definition. (200-1) 

In this passage, the active nature of pornog
raphy becomes evident. No longer a reflec
tion of sexism and violence against women, 
pornography now embodies, records, con
structs, and is revealed as, violence. 

MacKinnon's The Sexual Harassment of 
Working Women provides a vocabulary to dis
cuss sexual harassment as something other 
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than an individual act of volition or a lapse 
of manners. She demonstrates that sexuality 
is a mechanism to express power in the 
workplace. Like Dworkin, she reframes 
"choices" regarding private behavior as ac
tually socially driven and sanctioned. Al
though the tools for their critique of pornog
raphy were developed in the separate works, 
they would not be put together until the 
mid-1980s. 

One way to identify the emergence of a 
terministic shift is to recognize when a rhetor 
has relocated a term within the pentad or 
simultaneously employed it as more than 
one element of the pentad. In this instance, 
pornography's meaning is contested by lay
ering its location within the pentad. Pro-Or
dinance advocates simultaneously focused 
on pornography as act, agency, and agent. 
MacKinnon and Dworkin did not follow 
typical grammatical patterns where the other 
elements of the pentad are deduced from 
one primary element. Rather, by focusing on 
action oriented elements of the pentad, they 
proactively attacked the characterization of 
pornography that previously located it in 
purpose and as passive. Hawkins and Zim
ring react to this strategy by remarking: 
"in choosing this strategy of definition 
... [MacKinnon and Dworkin] are doing so 
deliberately in order to focus attention on 
aspects of that problem they regard as im
portant and neglected" (154). In contrast, 
anti-Ordinance advocates saw pornography 
as purpose (as expressive) or as agency (as a 
tool or effect and not a cause). 

A Burkean perspective on this contro
versy would recognize that the act of defini
tion is implicit, and constant, in language 
use. One not only defines situations, but also 
objects, words, and ideas. I find interesting 
what happens when these implicit processes 
become the explicit subject of public argu
ment. When operating in the public realm, 
rhetors speak in a tongue that is relatively 
common; many meanings are shared and it 
is from this common set of meanings that 
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decisions emerge. With definitional argu
ment, however, the entire decision-making 
process is bracketed while the definition is 
debated. 

A distinction between definition and re
definition is important at this point. Offering 
definitions where none exist, or none are 
clear, means dialectical engagement is less 
likely; clear ground for a contest is not evi
dent. In contrast, for redefinition to occur, 
engagement with existing meanings is neces
sary. The full details of this attempt at redef
inition, and the response to it, follow. 

"PORNOGRAPHY" AND 

{RE-)DEFINTI10NAL ARGUMENT 

Women's movements, in initiating a cri
tique of male definitions of sexuality, gender, 
and violence, created a discursive space for 
redirecting the argument about pornography 
and, hence, provided the grounds for a new 
definition. MacKinnon and Dworkin, in in
dividual and joint rhetorical acts, expanded 
on this by challenging prevailing definitions 
of pornography. 

This portion of the essay undertakes a 
pentadic analysis of the redefinition offered 
by MacKinnon and Dworkin. First, I exam
ine MacKinnon and Dworkin's writings and 
speeches, focusing on their co-authored 
book, Pornography & Civil Rights, Dworkin's 
testimony to the Meese Commission, and 
three speeches by MacKinnon: "Not A 
Moral Issue" (delivered in 1983 to the Mo
rality Colloquium at the University of Min
nesota and to the National Conference on 
Women and the Law), "Francis Biddle's Sis
ter: Pornography, Civil Rights, and Speech" 
(delivered as the 1984 Francis Biddle Memo
rial Lecture at Harvard Law School), and 
"On Collaboration" (delivered to the 1985 
National Conference on Women and the 
Law). In these texts, MacKinnon and Dwor
kin transform pornography from purpose 
(the purely expressive) into a discriminatory 
act and agent and agency that construct the 
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patriarchal scene. I then analyze the FACT 
and ACLU positions on pornography, con
trasting them to MacKinnon and Dworkin's. 
Here, I highlight the resistance to redefini
tion. As I undertake the analysis that follows, 
my argument is not that MacKinnon and 
Dworkin had the pentad in mind when they 
advanced their definition. Instead, my argu
ment is that their terministic moves can be 
best understood when using the pentad as an 
analytical matrix. 

MacKinnon and Dworkin: MacKin
non and Dworkin attempt to reconstruct 
pornography so as to render more concrete 
and tangible the nature of its practices and its 
consequences while stripping pornography 
of its aura as constitutionally protected 
speech. MacKinnon and Dworkin define 
pornography as "the graphic sexually ex
plicit subordination of women through pic
tures and/or words" that presents women as 
dehumanized, as sexual objects, mutilated or 
bruised or physically hurt, in postures or 
positions of sexual submission, reduced to 
body parts, as whores, penetrated, and/ or in 
scenarios of degradation (Dworkin and 
MacKinnon 36). The Ordinance definition 
was inductively formulated by Dworkin as a 
result of an exhaustive examination of por
nography. 

Even if not using the language of the pen
tad, MacKinnon recognizes that her and 
Dworkin's position locates the struggle in 
language when she notes that, traditionally, 
the "fight over a definition of pornography is 
a fight among men over the terms of access 
to women" (Toward203). However, the bat
tle lines were changing because the "terms of 
the pornography debate have been altered 
through the feminist exposure of pornogra
phy as an industry ... " (Feminism 4). 

Act: The major shift in definition resides in 
defining pornography not as speech but as 
act. Dworkin and MacKinnon write: "Por
nography is not what pornography sayS' (37, 
emphasis in original). They reject the pre
vailing definition because "Once pornogra-
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phy is framed as concept, rather than prac
tice, more thought than act, more in the head 
than in the world, its effects also necessarily 
appear both insubstantial and unsubstanti
ated, more abstract than real" {24). 

As an act, pornography is a "violation of 
civil rights" (MacKinnon, Feminism 200), a 
"process" that constructs what a woman is 
(171), a "political practice, a practice of 
power and powerlessness" (175), and a 
"practice of sex discrimination, a violation of 
women's civil rights" (175). In fact, MacKin
non notes that "[p]ornography is more act
like than thoughtlike" (193). 

Once defined as act, a wider focus on 
consequences can be seen. Pro-Ordinance 
feminists define pornography synecdochi
cally; pornography is a representative anec
dote of the larger system of sexism and all 
aspects of sexism may be found in pornog
raphy. A genre of pornographic depictions 
exists for each group of women targeted for 
discrimination: lesbians, Mrican-American 
women, Asian women, disabled women, 
girls, obese women, working class women, 
prominent women, and so on (Dworkin, 
"Pornography is a Civil Rights Issue"). For 
pro-Ordinance feminists, pornography is not 
all of sexism, but one can understand all of 
sexism by examining pornography; al
though pornography does not cause all sex
ism, it informs all sexist practices (Dworkin 
and MacKinnon 72-7 5). 

Agent: Pornography functions as an agent 
and, in fact, insofar as it functions as a social 
text, it functions as a collective agent. This 
definitional distinction of pornography's ex
istentiallayerings is found in MacKinnon's 
"Francis Biddle's Sister" and "On Collabo
ration" (in Feminism). 

To establish that pornography is an agent, 
MacKinnon highlights pornography's active 
nature, noting: 

Pornography sexualizes rape, battery, sexual harass
ment, prostitution, and child sexual abuse; it thereby 
celebrates, promotes, authorizes, and legitimizes 
them. More generally, it eroticizes the dominance 
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and submission that is the dynamic common to them 
all. It makes hierarchy sexy and calls that "the truth 
about sex" or just a mirror of reality. Through this 
process pornography constructs what a woman is as 
what men want from sex. (Feminism 171) 

Pornography is particularly powerful in the 
realm of sexuality because "Gender is sex
ual. Pornography constitutes the meaning of 
that sexuality" (Feminism 148). 

The result of pornography's ability to act 
as agent is the silence of women: "Once 
power constructs social reality, as I will show 
pornography constructs the social reality of 
gender, the force behind sexism, the subor
dination in gender inequality, is made invis
ible; dissent from it becomes inaudible as 
well as rare" (Feminism 166). MacKinnon de
scribes how "pornography targets women," 
and urges us to note that "[w]hat pornogra
phy does goes beyond its content" (Feminism 
204 & 172, emphasis in original). 

Perhaps the clearest articulation of por
nography as agent can be found in Dworkin 
and MacKinnon's handbook for pro-Ordi
nance activism. In it, they portray pornogra
phy as an agent, not merely a symptom of a 
deeper disease: 

... there is massive evidence that pornography is not 
only a symptom of misogyny but an active agent in 
generating woman-hating acts and second-class sta
tus for women. Pornography sexualizys inequality and 
the hatred of women so that men get sexual pleasure 
from hurting women and putting women down. It 
creates bigotry and aggression. It desensitizes men to 
rape and other forms of sexual violence against 
women so that they do not recognize the violence as 
violence, or they believe the woman provoked and 
enjoyed it. Pornography is used as a blueprint for sa
dism, rape, and torture. It is used to force women and 
children into prostitution. (Dworkin and MacKinnon 
73, emphasis added) 

In this passage, pornography is presented as 
an agent committing sexist acts. Not until the 
last line is pornography an agency used to 
commit sexist acts. 

Although many condemn pornography 
because they believe it causes rape (e.g. Mor-
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gan), such conceptualizations oversimplify 
what Dworkin and MacKinnon identify as 
the dynamics of pornography and sexism. 
Pornography functions not as a cause of an 
effect, nor as the effect of a cause, but rather 
as the primary agent and agency through 
which biological sex becomes socially con
structed gender, thus demonstrating an ac
tive interrelation between pornography and 
sexism (MacKinnon, Toward 206-208). Be
cause pornography focuses on women's gen
der, and sexism is based on gender, pornog
raphy explains sexism. According to pro
Ordinance feminists, pornography is more 
than two-dimensional pictures; it is an agent 
of sexism. 

In addition to this general portrayal of 
pornography as agent, MacKinnon and 
Dworkin offer a specific way in which por
nography's agent status becomes visible. 
They argue that "[p]ornography is an indus
try" (36). This reinforces the notion that por
nography is an agent that manufactures a 
product: a product that subordinates 
women. As a corrective to the pornography 
industry, MacKinnon and Dworkin offer the 
Ordinance, which they claim "was written 
... in the blood and tears of these women 
and men [who testified at the Minneapolis 
hearings], in the language of their violated 
childhoods and stolen possibilities. The Or
dinance, unlike pornography and its de
fenses, was written in the speech of what has 
been their silence" (35). MacKinnon and 
Dworkin recognize the meaning transforma
tion, implicit and explicit in this description 
of pornography, and locate it within the ev
ery day experiences of women. They write: 
"The definitional task is merely to capture in 
words something that is commonly known 
and acted upon but not already totally de
fined in the world" (38). 

Agency: Not only is pornography an agent, 
but it also functions as agency insofar as it 
works as an instrument of domination. 
MacKinnon argues that it is a "major me
dium for the sexualization of racial hatred" 
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(Feminism 199), "a major social force for in
stitutionalizing a subhuman, victimized, and 
second-class status for women in this coun
try" (200-1), a means others use to hurt 
women (201), a thing used to break women's 
self-esteem (203), a "constitutive practice" 
(173), "used to break women, to train 
women to sexual submission, to season 
women, to terrorize women, and to silence 
their dissent" (188). 

Scene: As scene, pornography is a con
straining and dominating discourse where 
one can see all the "unspeakable abuse" that 
"women had to struggle so long even to 
begin to articulate" (MacKinnon, Feminism 
171, emphasis in original). MacKinnon 
speaks of "[p]ornography's world of equal
ity" (171), and how it is "a sexual reality" 
(173). In another sense of scene, in which 
notions of agency and agent are also present, 
she notes how the "presence of pornography 
conditions women's physical environment" 
(183). The act of pornography creates and 
contains the scene. Dworkin also focuses on 
identifying the way the scene is not one of 
freedom, where speech is non-problematic, 
but, instead, argues that the U.S. is a patriar
chal society, where women's speech is any
thing but free (see Dworkin, "Pornography is 
a Civil Right Issue"). 

Implications: The implications of this mul
tifaceted definition of pornography are that 
old understandings of pornography as "just" 
speech or "just" photos are insufficient to 
comprehend the manifold effects of pornog
raphy on women. For MacKinnon and 
Dworkin, a complex and interwoven defini
tion of pornography recognizes that: I) it is 
the production of sexual inequality (act), 2) it 
produces sexual inequality (agent), 3) it is 
used to produce sexual inequality (agency), 
and 4) it is the result of production based on 
sexual inequality (scene). In other words, 
they imbue one term with the functions of 
four elements of the pentad, and their exclu
sion of purpose from consideration high
lights their motive: to transform pornogra-
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phy from an instance of communication into 
an act, agency, and agent of domination. The 
four elements they isolate center on action; 
in fact, even when presenting pornography 
as scene, they simultaneously present it as 
agency and agent. They do not present por
nography as purpose. In rejecting the notion 
that pornography is purely expressive 
speech or is a consummatory form of sexual 
expression, they present a relationship be
tween the elements of the pentad that is 
revealing. For them, pornography is, indeed, 
"more actlike than thoughtlike." 

Critical application of the pentad to 
MacKinnon and Dworkin's discourse pro
vides a grammatical diagram with which to 
trace the moves of definitional argument. 
Traditionally, analyses of ratios focus on the 
relationship between two or more distinct 
constructs. However, a qualitatively different 
type of emphasis occurs when rhetors col
lapse four elements of the pentad into the 
single construct pornography. 

Here, a pentadic ratio is not central to 
understanding pornography. Instead, the 
term pornography simultaneously occupies 
numerous elements of the pentad to such an 
extent that one element of the pentad, pur
pose, becomes invisible. MacKinnon and 
Dworkin do not follow a typical grammatical 
pattern where all other elements may be 
deduced from one. Rather, they proactively 
attack others' characterizations of pornogra
phy by focusing on active terms in the pen
tad. 

Two implications to their approach can be 
isolated: political implications and legal im
plications. First, by de-emphasising scene, 
they hold open the possibility of political 
alliances with those who usually occupy pa
triarchal locations in the scene. Second, a 
focus on pornography as act, agent and 
agency provides the grounds to reassess its 
legal standing. 

Politically, by avoiding emphasis on the 
scene, which most likely would be inter
preted as patriarchy, they hold open the pas-
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sibility of redrawing political alliances. They 
were able to grammatically separate their 
attack on pornography from their larger cri
tique of patriarchy. By avoiding an explicit 
attack on patriarchy, they were able to form 
alliances with more socially conservative 
groups, which is precisely what happened in 
Indianapolis. 

Legally, MacKinnon and Dworkin's re
definition of pornography as act/agent! 
agency enabled them to reassess its legal 
standing. No longer does pornography rep
resent a bad idea, an obscenity. Now it is an 
act and agent of discrimination. MacKinnon 
develops this analysis as she articulates the 
differences between obscenity and pornog
raphy in "Not A Moral Issue" (in Feminism), 
delivered in 1983. By attacking the morality
based legal definition of obscenity, MacKin
non hopes to capture the legal ground treat
ing pornography as "just" speech. In her 
lecture, pornography is dissociated from ob
scenity and is relocated in the discourse of 
civil rights. 

MacKinnon distinguishes pornography 
from obscenity in that: "Obscenity law is 
concerned with morality, specifically morals 
from the male point of view, meaning the 
standpoint of male dominance" (Feminism 
147). By contrast, her focus shifts attention 
away from questions of good and evil and to 
questions of power and powerlessness. She 
argues: "Obscenity is a moral idea; pornog
raphy is a political practice. Obscenity is 
abstract; pornography is concrete. The two 
concepts represent two entirely different 
things" (147). Obscenity law ignores: 

Sex forced on real women so that it can be sold at a 
profit to be forced on other real women; women's 
bodies trussed and maimed and raped and made into 
things to be hurt and obtained and accessed, and this 
presented as the nature of women; the coercion that 
is visible and the coercion that has become invisible
this and more bothers feminists about pornography. 
(147) 

One should note a few things about 
MacKinnon's distinctions. First, as act, agent 
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and agency, pornography performs, and is a 
mechanism of, discrimination, while obscen
ity is an externally imposed assessment of 
something that has no real effect on people 
(obscenity is more thoughtlike than actlike). 
Second, even though both of the terms in 
question may refer to the same set of images 
or writings, the meaning attached to those 
things is radically different connotatively; 
pornography is located within the discourse 
of civil rights while obscenity is located 
within the discourse of morality. Third, that 
which is denoted is different as well. Obscen
ity law has not been concerned with restrict
ing acts that entrench women's subordinate 
status while pornography specifically refers 
to such documents; pornography does not 
refer to those documents that are exclusively 
sexual, while sexuality alone is sufficient for 
a document to be condemned as obscene. 
Accordingly, MacKinnon is doing more 
than presenting a persuasive definition 
(Stevenson); she rejects both the connota
tions and denotations attached to the exist
ing word- obscenity-and offers an entirely 
new interpretation, explaining why the ex
isting one was insufficient. 

MacKinnon and Dworkin see the defini
tion of pornography as a means, in and of 
itself, by which women may take power; 
definition is the location of the struggle. 
Naming pornography for what it does makes 
the invisible visible. Their definition asks the 
audience to select that part of reality that was 
previously deflected: women. The debate 
over what to do about pornography was and 
is ultimately a debate about definition, which 
dialectically turns upon social-legal concepts 
but rhetorically traffics in appearances, ex
periences, and necessity. 

Anti-Ordinance Feminists: Feminists 
opposed to the Ordinance first stated their 
views in a FACT amici curiae brief authored 
by NanD. Hunter and Sylvia A. Law. The 
arguments of the brief, filed in the lndianap
olis v. Hudnut case which contested the Indi
anapolis version of the Ordinance on free 
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speech grounds, were developed further in 
an article written by Lisa Duggan, Hunter 
and Carole S. Vance published in 1985 in 
Women Against Censorship. 

In their critique, Duggan, Hunter and 
Vance use the term pornography not as 
MacKinnon and Dworkin use it, but rather 
in the traditional sense. This move allows 
them to magnify the force of their claims. 
Pornography, in normal usage, does "not 
cause more harm than other aspects of mi
sogynist culture" (the scene), and can some
times serve "positive social functions for 
women." Thus, they argue that restrictions 
on pornography may "impede, rather than 
advance, feminist goals" (144). 

Ultimately, the strategy of Duggan, 
Hunter and V ance is to dissociate the vari
ous texts and images that were usually asso
ciated with pornography into three groups: 
sexist, sexually explicit, and violent (135). 
The Ordinance's definition can be critiqued 
because it collapsed each of these sets into 
the others. Insofar as distinctions can be 
made theoretically, the power of the word 
pornography is lessened. At the same time, 
they highlight pornography's passive nature 
as the byproduct of a misogynist scene, a 
byproduct that can be countered by pornog
raphy created by feminists in a feminist 
scene. The solution to "bad" speech is more 
speech. 

Duggan, Hunter, and V ance examine 
each of the nine clauses of the Dworkin and 
MacKinnon definition, arguing that only 
four represent sexist, violent and sexually 
explicit materials. The other clauses, they 
argue "are not so clearcut, because the list of 
characteristics often mixes signs or byproducts 
of violence with phenomena that are unre
lated or irrelevant to judging violence" (137, 
emphasis added). Some clauses are said to 
include actions that may be part of consen
sual sex (like "tied up") and other clauses are 
accused of collapsing that which is sexually 
explicit sexism into violence (137). 
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FACT similarly rejects the conceptualiza
tion of pornography as action, writing: "To 
equate pornography with conduct having the 
power to 'subordinate' living human beings, 
whatever its value as a rhetorical device, 
requires a 'certain sleight of hand' to be in
corporated as a doctrine oflaw" (9, emphasis 
in original). Particularly in regards to sexu
ality, understanding pornography's influ
ence is difficult: 

Words and images do influence what people think, 
how they feel and what they do, both positively and 
negatively. Thus pornography may have such influ
ence. But the connection between fantasy or sym
bolic representation and actions in the real world is 
not direct or linear. Sexual imagery is not so simple 
to assess. In the sexual realm, perhaps more so than 
in any other, messages and their impact on the 
viewer or reader are often multiple, contradictory, 
layered and highly contextual. (9) 

FACT relies on traditional notions of cause, 
in contrast to MacKinnon and Dworkin's 
broader notion of the social construction of 
gender. 

For FACT, pornography is only an image, 
an image whose purpose is contained within 
it, not an act. FACT writes: 

Amici also dispute the "finding" that pornography, as 
defined by the ordinance, is a "discriminatory prac
tice ... which denies women equal opportunities." 
Images and fictional text are not the same thing as 
subordinating conduct. The ordinance does not tar
get discriminatory actions denying access to jobs, ed
ucation, public accommodations or real property. It 
prohibits images. Although ideas have impact, im
ages of discrimination are not the discrimination. (37, 
emphasis in original) 

Here, FACT attempts to separate the aspects 
of pornography which are collapsed in 
MacKinnon and Dworkin's analysis. They 
are unwilling to equate pornography with 
discrimination. 

As a final part of the critique of the defi
nition, Duggan, Hunter and Vance argue 
that the language describing the effects of 
pornography are metaphors run amok. They 
argue that anti-pornography feminists draw 
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on three lines of feminist theory when dis
cussing pornography: 1) images trigger men 
to action, 2) violent images socialize men to 
act in sexist or violent ways, and 3) violent, 
sexually explicit, or even sexist images are 
offensive to women and assault their sense of 
self. After this quick description, Duggan, 
Hunter and Vance conclude: 

Although we have all used metaphor to exhort 
women to action or illustrate a point, antipornogra
phy proponents have frequently used these conven
tions of speech as if they were literal statements of 
fact. But these metaphors have gotten out of hand, as 
Julie Abraham has noted, for they fail to recognize 
that the assault committed by a wife beater is quite 
different from the visual "assault" of a sexist ad on 
TV. The nature of that difference is still being clari
fied in a complex debate within feminism that must 
continue; this law cuts off speculation, settling on a 
causal relationship between image and action that is 
starkly simple, if unpersuasive. This metaphor also 
paves the way for reclassifYing images that are 
merely sexist as also violent and aggressive. (142) 

This quotation, in particular, makes clear the 
way FACT dematerializes the key terms of 
MacKinnon and Dworkin by redescribing 
the violence in pornography as not-real, as 
metaphor. As Schiappa indicates in his anal
ysis of definitional argument, definitions are 
rhetorical because they "represent claims 
about how certain portions of the world are' 
as they "induce denotative conformity" ("Ar
guing" 406, emphasis in original). According 
to Duggan et al., their definition is more real 
then MacKinnon and Dworkin's.5 

Anti-Ordinance Liberals: The argu
ments of the ACLU are similar to the argu
ments of FACT, except that the issue of 
sexuality does not play as primary a role; for 
the ACLU, pornography is speech, and all 
speech should be protected. Barry Lynn, the 
primary spokesperson for the ACLU on this 
issue, outlines its position in his testimony to 
the Meese Commission and in a 1986 article 
titled " 'Civil Rights' Ordinances and the At-

5 This insight, in particular, I owe to the comments of 
one of the reviewers and the former editor of A&A. 
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torney General's Commission: New Devel
opments in Pornography Regulation." 

Lynn argues that a speech/conduct dis
tinction exists and that speech is speech and 
sex is sex ("Civil" 86). Speech, by definition, 
is content and connotatively neutral. He ar
gues that sexually explicit speech communi
cates ideas and that the Ordinance creates a 
false dichotomy between stimulus and advo
cacy ("Testimony" 156). He also argues that 
pornography functions like other speech in 
that it transmits ideas, offers a safety valve, 
and aids self-realization ("Civil" 48). By pre
senting an agent:agency ratio, Lynn presents 
pornography as an agency whose quality is 
determined by the agent. The neutrality con
cerning pornography is represented by his 
early interchangeable use of the term "por
nography" and the phrase "sexually-orient
ed material" ("Civil" 27); Lynn does not 
accept the definition of "pornography" stip
ulated by MacKinnon and Dworkin. 

Lynn implicitly rejects MacKinnon and 
Dworkin's definition of pornography when 
he writes: 

Feminists who criticize pornography as sex discrim
ination because it legitimates or eroticizes sexual in
equality are probably accurately perceiving the mes
sage of some pornographic material. Surely some 
pornography does represent male anger towards 
women and seeks to humiliate women by portraying 
them as submissive and unprotected. ("Civil" 49) 

Although feminists define pornography as a 
form of sexual discrimination, Lynn presents 
pornography as a set that includes sexually 
discriminatory material as well as other 
things. When Lynn writes that only "some" 
pornography is sex discrimination, he rejects 
the Ordinance definition. The problem is 
that this rejection is not explicit; hence, am
biguity arises over exactly what constitutes 
pornography. By creating ambiguity, Lynn 
undermines the suasory power of MacKin
non and Dworkin's definition. 

Not only does he reject feminist defini
tions of pornography, but he also denies that 
the feminist critique of pornography is dis-
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tinct from traditional obscenity approaches. 
Lynn lumps the Ordinance and the Meese 
Commission together, writing: "At first 
blush, the pornography debate appears to 
have entered a new era. Two recent events 
highlight claims that sexually-oriented films 
and literature pose new (or newly perceived) 
threats to the social fabric" ("Civil" 27). This 
description reveals much about Lynn's argu
ment. First, Lynn does not believe that a 
"new threat" exists, merely that it is newly 
"perceived." Second, he sees no distinction 
between the feminist critique of pornogra
phy and the traditional/conservative cri
tique; both, according to Lynn, examine 
"threats to the social fabric." Lynn sets the 
stage for his argument that the new contro
versy is simply a rehash of old arguments; 
according to Lynn, there are no new threats, 
only new names. 

AsSESSING THE IMPLICATIONS OF 

DEFINTI10NAL ARGUMENT 

MacKinnon and Dworkin's advocacy for 
the Ordinance, and its redefinition of por
nography, did not proceed unopposed. In 
opposition to MacKinnon and Dworkin's 
definition, anti-ordinance feminists define 
pornography as sexual expression, a form of 
expression women have long been denied. 
Barry Lynn, a representative of the ACLU, 
refused to distinguish pornography from 
other forms of speech, arguing all speech 
deserves protection. All of these interpreta
tions are in contrast to the Supreme Court's 
definition of pornography as a subset of ob
scenity, a subset which is a "description of 
prostitutes ... a depiction ... of licentious
ness or lewdness: a portrayal of erotic behav
ior designed to cause sexual excitement" that 
is "grossly repugnant to the generally ac
cepted notions of what is appropriate" (413 
U.S. 19, nt. 2).6 

6 In 1973, the Supreme Court decided a set of cases, 
Paris Adult Theatre and Miller v. California, and introduced 
into the legal vocabulary the term pornography. In fact, 
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Although the effect of the Ordinance on 
the pornography industry has been small, 
more significant than its legal or economic 
ramifications are the definitional issues 
raised by the controversy. Even though the 
MacKinnon and Dworkin definition did not 
pass legal muster in the US, it has entered 
the vocabulary repertoire with which we dis
cuss the pornography controversy. Addition
ally, it has influenced law in Canada, as seen 
in the 1992 The Qjteen v. Butler decision.7 

Through definitional argument, the feminist 
critique of pornography as operationalized 
in the Ordinance and its surrounding debate 
formalized a third perspective on pornogra
phy: a feminist perspective. 

The arguments for definitional shift have 
reformulated the center of institutional dis
course; no longer may those who criticize 
pornography be dismissed as religious mor
alists. Instead, three conceptions of pornog-

the Court refers to the cases as a "group of 'obscenity
pornography'" cases (413 U.S. 16). In a footnote to 
Miller, the Court distinguished between the etymological 
history of "obscene material" and "pornography," con
cluding that "Pornographic material which is obscene 
forms a sub-group of all 'obscene' expression, but not the 
whole ... " (413 U.S.18-9, nt.2). Accordingly, pornogra
phy, is a subgroup of obscenity. Despite this distinction, 
throughout the decision, the court used the terms "ob
scene" and "pornographic" either in tandem or inter
changeably, occasionally with the addition of the phrase 
"hard core" (413 U.S. 22, 27, 28, 29, 34, 35, 36). 

Given this analysis, the Court further developed its 
definition of the obscene, providing the following guide
lines: 

(a) whether "the average person, applying contempo
rary community standards" would find that the work, 
taken as a whole, appeals to prurient interest ... (b) 
whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently 
offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined by 
applicable state law; and (c) whether the work, taken 
as a whole, lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or 
scientific value. (413 U.S. 24) 
7 The Women's Legal Education and Action Fund, a 

Canadian women's rights group, argued the Butler case 
before the Canadian Supreme Court. The Court ac
cepted the essentials of LEAF's argument that it was not 
constitutional to restrict materials on a moral basis, but it 
was constitutional if the restriction is used to promote sex 
equality. MacKinnon participated in the Butler legal ac
tion and Dworkin consulted with LEAF concerning it. 
Although they believe Butler was a "breakthrough in 
equality jurisprudence," they still are concerned that 
criminal, rather than civil, remedies are used. Thus, 
MacKinnon and Dworkin believe "Canada has not 
adopted our civil rights law against pornography ... " 
(MacKinnon and Dworking, "Statement"). 
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raphy are now in circulation: pornography 
as speech, pornography as obscenity, and 
pornography as sex discrimination. The fact 
that no single definition is primary does not 
necessarily indicate that one group has 
achieved victory or that others have failed. 
In fact, it may instead indicate that we con
tinue to be in a period of definitional contest 
and transition. 

As Schiappa argues, "Definitions ... are 
rhetorical in several respects. Definitions 
represent claims about how certain portions 
of the world are ... Definitions function to 
induce denotative conformity ... A success
ful new definition changes not only recog
nizable patterns of behavior, but also our 
understanding of the world" ("Arguing" 406-
7). The debate over pornography fits this 
description. Most scholars agree that Mac
Kinnon and Dworkin's feminist approach to 
pornography "spawned new arguments and 
alliances that have altered the terms of de
bate" and have further complicated the am
bivalent course of obscenity doctrine 
(Downs 1, 21). Reworking Down's observa
tion from a rhetorical perspective, this essay 
argues that MacKinnon and Dworkin have 
spawned a new definition of pornography 
that necessitates a reformulation of alliances 
and literally has altered the terms of the 
debate. 

Two general insights may be drawn from 
this conclusion. First, continued attention to 
the mechanics of definitional argument are 
necessary. Although this paper provides one 
matrix with which to map shifts, others also 
exist. Second, if we accept the notion that 
words matter, then attention to the effects of 
movements on publics' vocabulary reper
toires becomes a central part of the study of 
advocacy. Legal change, alone, is too limited 
a scope for effects. 

The mechanics of definitional shift are not 
simple. Although scholars have recognized 
that definitions may be deployed persua
sively (Stevenson) or may be stipulated in 
order to delimit argumentation (Robinson), 
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more work is needed analyzing the actual 
dynamics of proposed definitional shifts and 
resistance to them. Traditional argumenta
tive structures continue to be useful, but 
more finely attuned mechanisms for the 
analysis of meaning shift are necessary. As 
social controversy focuses more and more 
on social meaning, and less on social struc
tures, theories of definitional argument be
come increasingly necessary. 

One mechanism by which definitional 
shift through terministic catharsis occurs is 
modeled by the anti-pornography debate. 
MacKinnon and Dworkin, by collapsing and 
conflating elements of the pentad, construct 
a definition of pornography that redefines it. 
MacKinnon and Dworkin examine pornog
raphy as act, agent, agency, and occasionally 
as a scene-containing-and-contained-by-ac
tion. They do not present pornography as 
purpose. In so doing, they highlight pornog
raphy as act-like, instead of thought-like, and 
eliminate the possibility of interpreting por
nography as purely expressive (as purpose). 
In this instance, the mechanism by which 
redefinition occurs is through shifting a 
term's location in the pentad and by locating 
numerous elements of the pentad within a 
particular term. As a result of this study, we 
may understand that pornography is not a 
fixed term. Instead, it is problematic and 
open to contest. Although the fact that the 
definition of pornography is the focus of ar
gument may not be a new insight, the unique 
way in which that argument proceeds 
through a pentadic shift is. 

Pentadic shifts describe one way "termi
nistic catharsis," and definitional alterations, 
occur. Major terms move on, add meaning, 
or are replaced via the rhetorical process 
whereby a rhetor simultaneously locates the 
term in multiple elements of the pentad. Re
sistance arises to this shift, and the success of 
the shift is determined not so much by the 
enactment of laws, but by the integration of 
the shift into the public vocabulary. Burke, 
himself, notes the centrality of the study of 
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terministic catharsis to the entire method of 
Dramatism when he notes that such an ap
proach "starts with problems of terministic 
catharsis." If scholars are to understand 
Burke, this particular construct deserves at
tention. 

Given the ability to map terministic shifts, 
we now have another standard with which to 
judge the effects of movements. If the func
tion of movements is to challenge symbolic 
grounds, then the standards for evaluation of 
"success" necessarily must be altered. This, 
in turn, calls for the development of stan
dards to assess the power of definitional ar
gument. Melucci believes: "The new organi
zational form of contemporary movements 
is not just 'instrumental' for their goals. It 
is a goal in itself. Since the action is focused 
on cultural codes, the form of the movement 
is a message, a symbolic challenge to the 
dominant patterns" (801, emphasis in origi
nal). Accordingly, movements "redefine the 
meaning of social action for the whole soci
ety" (801) as they question "who decides on 
codes, who establishes rules of normality, 
what is the space for difference, how can one 
be recognized not for being included but for 
being accepted as different, not for increas
ing the amount of exchanges but for affirm
ing another kind of exchange?" (810). The 
end result of such questions is that a 

new political space is designed beyond the traditional 
distinction between state and 'civil society': an inter
mediate public space whose function is not to institu
tionalize the movements nor to transform them into 
parties, but to make society hear their messages and 
translate those messages into political decision mak
ing, while the movements maintain their autonomy. 
(815, emphasis in original) 

The success of a movement is not deter
mined so much by its abilities to pass laws, 
but by its ability to alter public vocabulary. 
By this standard, even though their legisla
tive initiative failed in the US, their argu
ment was successful. 
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