Statement from Jennifer Drew, Scottish Women Against Pornography

I am a Consultant for Scottish Women Against Pornography and we have worked closely with various Scottish MSPs on various issues including gender equality; challenging mainstreaming of pornography; responding to consultations which consider the question as to whether or not commercial sexualisation and misrepresentation of women and girls as sexualised commodities has any impact negative or otherwise on women's and girls' human rights.  SWAP have worked in partnership with The Women's Support Project based in Glasgow and this organisation focuses primarily on the issue of male violence against women in all its forms.

Scottish Women Against Pornography were horrified to learn Bristol City Museum plans to host a private party wherein Dita Von Teese will 'entertain' the guests by performing burlesque which is in fact a euphemism for female striptease wherein a woman removes all her clothes for the sexual entertainment of fully clothed male customers/viewers.  I note no male striptease performer has been booked for female guests' sexual entertainment.   Please note this is not a criticism of Ms. Von Teese but rather her success lies in the fact, the primary method of female success in a male-dominated and male-centered world is by reducing herself to a sexualised, dehumanised commodity, which in itself does not guarantee long-term employment. 

Would Ms. Von Teese have been booked by Bristol City Museum if her speciality was music or singing, rather than her physical body?  Would a male artist have been booked if his speciality was performing striptease wherein he removes all his clothes for female sexual entertainment?  We need to ask ourselves why it is considered acceptable and normal for women and girls to be portrayed and misrepresented as men's sexualised commodities, whereas men and their bodies continue to be accorded respect and are never reduced to a dehumanised, objectified sexualised commodity. 

Scottish Women Against Pornography strongly object to this latest venture concerning the promotion of 'normalising and reducing all women and girls to men's sexualised commercialised disposable, products.'

It is ironic the subject matter of this new exhibition is 'Art In The New World' given the artist Dita Von Teese is white and her physical appearance directly accords with white male misogynistic perceptions of what supposedly comprises the 'ideal white female body' which neatly accords with our pornified, misogynistic and racist culture. However promoting normalisation of women as 'men's sexualised disposable commodities' accords neatly with the male-dominant exhibition, wherein female artists are outnumbered two to one by male artists and I note too, the promotional material is also male-centered and male-dominant.  A more appropriate title for this exhibition should in fact be 'Male Art in The New World.' 

The Gender Equality Act has been in operation for some time now in England and Wales and one central aspect of this act is for public bodies to promote gender equality.  Scottish Women Against Pornography believe Bristol City Council by inviting a female striptease artist does not promote gender equality, rather this statutory body is directly reinforcing widespread misogynistic belief that women are not human and their sole value lies in removing all their clothes for the sexual entertainment and sexual arousal of men.  

A more appropriate form of entertainment would have been for Bristol City Museum to employ the services of a woman of colour who is well known for her music - not her sexualised body.  

Last month the Home Office published the findings of a report they commissioned and this report is entitled 'Review of Sexualisation of Young People' by Dr. Linda Papadopoulos.  The title is misleading because as this report clearly evidences it is girls and young women who are the ones being misrepresented as dehumanised sexualised commercial products not boys and young men.  The evidence contained within this document reinforces the report conducted by the American Psychological Association published in 2007 and which was accorded international media coverage. 

The Executive Summary of the APA's Report on Sexualisation Of Girls defines the following:

'There are several components to sexualization, and these set it apart

from healthy sexuality. Sexualization occurs when:

· a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics;

· a person is held to a standard that equates physical attractiveness (narrowly defined) with being sexy;

· a person is sexually objectified—that is, made into a thing for others’ sexual use, rather than seen as a person with the capacity for independent action and decision making; and/or

· sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person.'

Bristol City Museum by inviting a female striptease artist is directly promoting and reinforcing misogynistic male-centered perceptions that women and girls' sole value lies in their sexual appeal and behaviour to the exclusion of other characteristics.  Unlike men, women continue to be viewed and misrepresented as 'dehumanised sexualised commodities.'  We commonly hear claims that any opposition or challenge to our pornified culture is because such opponents are 'anti-sex and/or prudes.'  Such claims are deliberate diversionary tactics because the deliberate commodification and promotion of women and girls as men's sexualised commodities is not about 'sex' rather the central issue is the widespread belief that a woman's/girl's sole value lies in her being 'sexually hot' to men.  Imagine for a minute, if our culture was bombarded with images of males wherein they are represented as dehumanised, sexually submissive creatures whose sole purpose and value lies in their being 'sexually hot and available to women.'  Why there would be a huge outcry that such images promote contempt for men's humanity and that a male's value lies not in his 'sexualised, dehumanised body' because he is an autonomous human being.  

Lastly, what message does this exhibition, promotional material and the misogynistic opening party send to all women, girls, men and boys living in Bristol and its environs?  Why that women and girls are not human and it is appropriate and right for an institution such as the Bristol City Museum to capitalise on and promote the misogynistic belief that women and girls are not human but simply men's sexualised, dehumanised, disposable commodities.   The negative impact on women as a group has been widely documented as evidenced by the APA Report and now the Home Office's Report on Sexualisation of Girls and Young Women (to give this report its correct title).  Yet we continue to be bombarded with male-centered claims that such misogynistic reduction of women and girls to a dehumanised sexualised commodity is 'ironic/sexy/empowering.'  But the question to be answered is which group is empowered is it women or is it men?  Evidence clearly shows it is men as a group who are the ones 'empowered' because such images reinforce widespread belief that women and girls are not human and hence their human right to be treated and valued as human can be ignored. 

Scottish Women Against Pornography believes Bristol City Council and Bristol City Museum have deliberately flouted The Gender Equality Duty by allowing and promoting a male-centered and male-dominant exhibition, which deliberately marginalises and treats women as 'men’s sexualised, disposable commodities.'  Shame on you Bristol City Museum and shame on you Bristol City Council. 

Jennifer Drew

Consultant to Scottish Women Against Pornography 

Independent Researcher in Male Violence Against Women
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