How to Revive a Dead Canary: Statement on the place of pornography in current world affairs.

By Robbie Swan

It has been argued, that the tiny canary was responsible for the progress of the industrial revolution and ultimately, for the highly mechanised way in which we live our lives today. Basically, the industrial revolution rode on the back of coal. Supply of coal was dependent on the miner’s ability to get it out of the ground and this was dependent on their personal safety. Miners used to take caged canaries into the mines as a way of detecting methane and carbon dioxide gases - both of which are deadly to humans and often undetectable by the human nose, until it is too late. The canary however, was very susceptible to even small amounts of these gases and would teeter in a drunken way on its perch before succumbing and eventually falling off. At the first sign of an intoxicated canary, a mine would be evacuated until the source of the problem had been identified and sorted. Canaries also continued to sing quite loudly underground but the slightest whiff of methane or carbon dioxide would silence their song very quickly. Miners would then know that they either risked being caught in an explosion if a spark was created or that they could simply and slowly die from gas inhalation.

Seemingly unrelated worlds often turn in on each other in ways that appear incongruent and illogical at first glance. The canary in the mineshaft is a standout reminder of this axiom because of the David and Goliath nature of the two main characters – the little yellow bird and the big black industry. But many others exist and the pornography vs free speech interaction is one of the most important but least understood. The fact is that pornography (non violent, sexually explicit depictions or descriptions) acts as that naked and writhing human shield, in the never-ending battle against all forms of state-sponsored censorship.

In the world of political and social debate, pornography (non violent, sexually explicit depictions or descriptions) is always the first casualty of official censorship. When governments, social groups, political parties, corporations, dictators, committees, religions, trade unions or any other organised group of people start calling for the banning of pornography, you can be sure that it is the thin end of the wedge and that the canary is starting to teeter.

The official repression of free speech and non violent ideology is most visible in countries like Iran, China, Burma and Indonesia. All of these countries prosecute pornography more vigorously and openly than any other form of speech or expression. Then, under the smokescreen of moral piety, ‘decency’ and paternalism they start censoring other forms of free speech and expression, including political dissent. In fact they often equate political dissent with pornography.

For many people who produce and distribute pornography its not just about entertainment or profit. It is an expression of dissent. Dissent about the moral and ethical structures that are being unfairly legislated on people and dissent about what follows from the demonization of basic bodily functions and basic human natures. Sexually explicit descriptions and images challenge the moral status quo by making public what is legislated as ‘private’. Those who make or distribute pornography challenge government and/or religious authority by claiming that adults have a right to sexual free speech just as surely as Tibetans or the Burmese challenge their government to political free speech.

The time has come for the world’s adult retail and entertainment industry to unite at a global level to present a global response to governments. The banning of pornography (non violent, sexually explicit depictions or descriptions) in the US and Australia has many parallels with the banning of political and social information in Iran and China. The adult industry needs to share its political and business agendas with those who want to develop adult businesses in other countries but it also has a responsibility and a duty to share its resources and intelligence with dissenting groups in totalitarian states who have no freedom of speech at all.
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