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ABSTRACT

Pornography deserves special protections, it is often said, because it qualifies as speech; therefore,
no matter what we think of it, we must afford it the protections that we extend to most speech, but
don’t extend to other actions. In response, it has been argued that the case is not so simple: one of
the harms of pornography, it is claimed, is that it sz/ences women’s speech, thereby preventing women
from deriving from speech the very benefits that warrant the special protections in the first place.

This dissertation offers a way of making sense of the view that pornography silences women. In
chapter 1, I develop an account of silencing which, unlike other accounts of the same phenomenon,
helps make clear why a speaker who is silenced is thereby deprived of the benefits that led us to
place a special value on speech. In chapter 2, I respond to an objection that purports to show that,
even if women are silenced, pornography cannot be responsible: in fact, according to this objection,
the responsibility for any instance of silencing cannot lie with any party other than the speaker and
the audience involved. I show that this objection relies on an overly simplistic picture of what
audiences can reasonably be required to do in a speech situation; I also offer an alternate picture,
which leaves open the possibility that a speaker may be silenced in a context in which both she and
her audience behave competently. In chapter 3, I consider a view about the way in which
pornography contributes to the silencing — and more generally, to the subordination — of women. I
argue that this view fails because it is too individualistic: it ignores how the social and political
context in which the pornography is consumed helps determine matters to whether it subordinates.
I then make some suggestions about what a more satisfactory view would be.

Though pornography is the principal case study throughout this dissertation, much of what I say
generalizes to other forms of representation that set limits on what speakers are able to convey. The
main aim of my discussion is to contribute to the philosophical and feminist understanding of
communication, by showing how an individual’s social role can constrain her possibilities as a
speaker.
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