Challenging Demand 4 – Conference Report

Introduction

The 4th Challenging Demand conference, hosted by the Women’s Support Project, and focusing on tackling the demand from men for various forms of commercial sexual exploitation was held on the 24th May 2010.  The conference focused on the use of technology and the impact on young men and women as well as adults.
Sexualisation & Normalisation of Pornography for Children & Young People

This presentation by Linda Thomson of the Women’s Support Project analysed the current cultural landscape which promotes, and often legitimises, gender stereotypes and commercial sexual exploitation.

Linda provided a detailed history of how pornography has changed over the past few decades and highlighted the enormous growth of the industry and the huge profits that are being made by the producers, marketers and promoters.  The content of pornography itself was also briefly analysed and recognised as Violence Against Women.

Issues around the blurring of lines between adult woman and child in pornography we also covered.  The issues of marketing products to children was also discussed.  It certainly came as a surprise to most people that an on-line quiz aimed at children is available to discover whether you are most like one of the My Little Pony range or a porn star.  The Simpsons TV show also features on a pornographic site (and includes the ‘child’ cartoon stars engaging in sexual activity with the adult ones).  These are just a couple of the examples that were included.
Much of what was included in Linda’s presentation is covered in the course we offer through the Violence Against Women Training & Awareness Group in Highland called the “Sexualisation of Culture”. There are also elements covered in the Internet Safety and Responsible Use training and Sexual Health and Relationships Education training for professionals working in Secondary Schools. 
Feminism, Consumerism, Capitalism & Commercial Sexual Exploitation

Kat Banyard focused on the concept of ‘choice’.  We regularly hear debates about women’s choice to participate in prostitution, pornography and lap dancing – in fact, much of the research in this field focuses on this.  What is more absent from research is the free choice that purchasers (mostly men) are making in these transactions.  Kat also quoted from women’s experiences about their involvement in these exploitative industries.  In particular, she noted that often women would tell themselves that they had made a ‘choice’ to participate in order to be able to survive.  Often the complexity of what made commercial sexual exploitation seem like a viable option to women included poverty and previous experience of abuse.
She also highlighted the public perception of prostitution, pornography and lap dancing made the harm almost impossible to identify.  By using a language of ‘choice’ and ‘work’ she feels that we both normalise and legitimise the harm that women experience through sexual exploitation.

Support for Parents whose Children have been Sexually Exploited

Catherine Tatman from CROP (Coalition for the Removal of Pimping) discussed how her organisation works with parent’s whose children have been sexually exploited via the internet.  Her organisation does not include working with parent’s whose children have experienced inter-familial child sexual abuse.
She presented information on the stages of the ‘grooming’ process, giving examples of how children and young people may be entrapped by someone they have met on line in the lead up to becoming sexually abused and exploited.
Grooming of Children for Sexual Abuse through Social Networking & similar sites
Gordon Dawson from Central Police outlined his force’s involvement in ‘Operation Defender’ where a number of men across the globe have been investigated for sexual crimes against children and young people.  Operation Defender was born from a single case that his force dealt with – that of a missing young person.  It was discovered that the young person was being sexually exploited by someone they had met on line.  After the initial investigation a number of potential victims and a number of further potential abusers were discovered.
Gordon gave background information on the Operation and discussed the differing offender profiles of some of the men who are currently awaiting sentencing for these crimes.

Pornography and its Impacts on Couples & Relationships

Sue Maxwell from Relationships Scotland presented research information on ‘sex addiction’ and the use of pornography in this context.  She also described her experiences of working with couples with these problems.  This was a challenging presentation for some of those present as the whole concept of a ‘sex addiction’ was not explored in any depth.  Personally, I am sceptical of the existence of such an addiction.
I had hoped that Sue would cover how the normalisation of certain sex acts within pornography, has caused tension within relationships when people (mostly men) are expecting their partners to participate in these.  I think the damage it can cause in relation to both men and women’s expectations of their own sexual performance would also have been worth exploring more fully.

Other Information

We also saw a couple of clips during the day from You Tube.  These were:

· “I am sorry, Anna Nicole” – a poem by Jonathan Paul Walton which charted the rise and, ultimately, the demise of Anna Nicole Smith as a public figure.  His poem centred on pornography as packaging and selling men their sexuality – telling them what sex acts they should like and participate in and how they should treat their female partners. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iESEgDZlWEg 

· Victor Malarek, an academic from Canada, was also interviewed on an American news channel exploring some of the myths about prostitution http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A6Mj2haletE 

We also saw one of the Thinkuknow short films made by CEOP.  Louise Jones, Heath Promoting Schools Manager has access to these resources for those who would like more information.
Going Forward

The local Violence Against Women Forum in Badenoch, Strathspey and Nairn is taking forward the issue of commercial sexual exploitation and the use of technology.  It is hoped that Louise will join that group in the interim in order to take the issues forward.

In the meantime, I am happy to hold a session with anyone who is interested to explore the issues around gender, gender stereotyping and the impact of prostitution, pornography and lap dancing.  Email me if you are interested in finding out more about this and I will organise a short session for us.

Gillian Gunn

Violence Against Women Development & Training Manager
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