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 This project focuses on, Behind the Green Door, a film that inaugurated and in 

many ways defined the genre of hard-core pornography. I will examine the subversive 

modes of sexual behavior created and promoted by society and will argue that 

pornographic films actively attempt to redefine socially created notions of sexual 

comportment. I will then examine the notion of sexual fantasy and behavior as 

represented in two pornographic films, The Masseuse and The Fashionistas, in relation to 

the models of sexual comportment present in Behind the Green Door. Specifically, I will 

study the work of two female pornographic stars, Jenna Jameson and Belladonna, and 

discuss the manner in which their work has reclaimed the notion of femininity and the 

necessity for female sexual pleasure by presenting women as sexually empowered beings 

able controlling and creating sexual scenarios specifically designed to garner physical 

pleasure.  
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Introduction 

 The last half of the twentieth century has witnessed drastic changes in the social 

positions regarding sexuality; established paradigms of sexual behavior have not only 

been altered but some have been completely redefined and/or eradicated. These evolving 

models not only affect and influence sexual identity and behavior but they also influence 

the power dynamics of gender relationships, aspects of legal rights over the physical self, 

and the larger issue of social identity. In her book, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, Elaine 

Pagels discusses the far-reaching implications sexual behavior holds over society. Pagels 

writes: 

Abrupt changes in social attitude have recently become commonplace, especially 

with respect to sexuality, including marriage, divorce, homosexuality, abortion, 

contraception, and gender. Whether we welcome these changes or not, they have 

altered the way we think of other people and ourselves, how we act, and how we 

respond to the actions of others…such changes may seem to challenge not only 

traditional values but the very structure of human nature. But how did these 

traditional patterns of gender and sexual relationships arise in the first place – 

patterns so obvious and “natural” to those who have accepted them that nature 

itself seemed to have ordained them? (35) 

The notion of sexuality and changing attitudes of sexual behavior not only influence 

personal self-realization and socialization but it also influence socially accepted notions 

of behavior and comportment as a whole.  

 Over the last forty years, pornographic films have been the most proliferate and 

powerful influence on socially-accepted behaviors of sexuality. The industry has been a 
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source of social discourse that has worked to continuously reexamine and redefine the 

notions of sexual performance and behavior. In her collection, The Invention of 

Pornography: Obscenity and the Origin of Modernity, 1500-1800, Lynn Hunt examines 

the inherent nature of pornography and it overlying function within society. Hunt writes:  

Pornography [is] not a given; it [is] defined over time and by conflict…Its 

political and cultural meanings cannot be separated from its emergence as a 

category of thinking, representation and regulation. Early modern pornography 

reveals some of the most important nascent characteristics of modern culture. It 

[is] linked to free-thinking and heresy, to science and natural philosophy, and to 

attacks on absolutist political authority. It [is] especially revealing about gender 

differentiations being developed within the culture of modernity (11). 

In this project, I will examine Behind the Green Door, the first hard-core American 

pornographic film and discuss the notion of self-realization through sexual practices, the 

creation and purpose of fantasy within pornographic films, and the inter-reliant nature of 

sexual power and pleasure. The film not only examines previously established modes of 

sexual comportment, but it also critiques the inherently dangerous and limiting sexual 

behaviors created and promoted by society; by doing so it works to redefine these notions 

as well as create a medium for exploring and producing innovative concepts of sexuality 

and sexual behavior.  
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Chapter One: Self-Realization through Performative Sexual Actions 

The first American pornographic film, Behind the Green Door (1972, Dir. Artie 

Mitchell and Jim Mitchell), analyzes three fundamental themes of sexual self-realization 

and power that are still being explored and developed by the adult entertainment industry 

forty years later. First, by presenting the sexual awakening of Gloria Saunders, a 

sexually-inexperienced young woman, the film analyzes the belief that sexual practices 

define character and identity and place a person within a certain socially-regulated 

category of sexual behavior. Secondly, by presenting Saunders’ ravishment and her 

subsequent enjoyment of the actions performed upon her in front of an audience, the film 

examines the intrinsic connection between sexual pleasure and the creation of fantasy. 

Finally, by presenting Saunders’ initial hesitation and later enjoyment of the sexual 

actions performed upon her, the film is able to represent sexual power and sexual 

pleasure as a cyclical process in which both submission and will co-create one another. 

The film explores elements of self-realization through sexual practices, the presentation 

of sexuality to create the inter-reliant natures of sexual power and sexual pleasure. In this 

chapter, I will analyze Behind the Green Door in relation to Michel Foucault’s 

Repressive Hypothesis and examine the themes of self-realization and personal identity, 

the nature of sexual fantasy, and the co-dependence and co-creation of sexual power and 

sexual pleasure.  

On its surface, the film’s narrative deliberately confuses fantasy with reality in 

order to explore the concept that performative actions place a subject within a sexually 

constructed mode of being. The film opens to show a man driving across a long, deserted 

highway. After some time, the scene changes to show the same character, referred to only 
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as Truck Driver, sitting in a diner with two male friends. After some prolonged 

prompting, one man begins the story of how the Driver witnessed an exotic and thrilling 

sexual show. The scene quickly cuts to introduce the main character, Gloria Saunders, 

who also enters the film driving across a long and empty road. Shortly after, Saunders 

takes a seat at an outdoor restaurant unnoticed by the other two patrons who happen to be 

Driver and his friend. Later that night, as Saunders leaves the restaurant, two men grab 

her and force her into a waiting car. In what follows, a middle-aged woman, referred to as 

The Matron, removes Saunders’ blindfold and tells her in loving and soothing terms that 

she has been selected for a unique sexual experience. Saunders is then led on stage and 

undressed; six women begin performing massage and oral sex upon her, and Saunders 

visibly relaxes. Although she enjoys this, Saunders is not overcome with physical desire 

and does not reach climax. However, shortly after the women exit, a large African-

American man enters to the sound of jungle drums; the man is dressed in crotchless, 

white leggings, various necklaces of exotic beads and animal teeth, and a large afro. As 

he enters, the film focuses solely on his genital area and portrays the large, erect penis in 

a reverential manner. The man quickly initiates intercourse, to which Saunders 

completely surrenders and experiences overwhelming sexual pleasure and physical 

release. Shortly after, four men enter the stage, mount trapeze and begin simultaneous sex 

with Saunders. One man vaginally penetrates her, she fellates another and holds the other 

two in her hands. The scene changes to an extreme close up of one man’s penis: the white 

leggings provide a clean backdrop so that it appears as if nothing else exist other than the 

genital area. After a few moments, the man climaxes and the ejaculate shoots slowly into 

the air, catching the light. The scene pans out slightly and Saunders’ face becomes 
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visible. Saunders’ watches the ejaculate with rapt attention; when it finally falls to her 

face, Saunders expression is serene and prayer-like. The entire scene is filmed in a 

respectful, baptism-like manner in order to represent the fundamental change in 

Saunders. Throughout the last few scenes, the audience slowly breaks down into an orgy 

and, much like Saunders, the participants give themselves over to complete sexual desire 

and fulfillment. Almost immediately after the orgy has reached a climatic point, Driver 

leaps up, grabs Saunders, and disappears from the room. The scene quickly cuts back to 

the diner, and Driver’s friend asks about Saunders’ disappearance and subsequent fate; 

Driver simply shrugs his shoulders and refuses to reply. In the final scene, Driver is once 

again seen driving down a long desolate highway; this time however, a tender image of 

Driver and Saunders making love is superimposed across the highway. Eventually, the 

couple takes over the scene and the highway gives way to the sexually consummated 

man-woman pair.  

Behind the Green Door interrogates the belief that sexual practices define 

character and identity and place subjectivity within a strict socially-regulated category of 

being, a concept later explored by Michel Foucault in The History of Sexuality nearly 

twenty years later. Foucault critiques what he calls the Repressive Hypothesis, a theory 

dating from the 19th century that proposes the imposition of social repression upon a 

basically innocent and natural human sexuality.  According to the Repressive Hypothesis, 

bourgeois society has attempted to define and control biological impulses that have their 

origin in nature and the natural. However, Foucault argues that sexuality is not a natural 

act, and that the antagonism between nature and society has largely been imagined.  

Rather, Foucault argues, “sex” names a set of discursive strategies created through a wide 
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range of social behaviors, practices, and expectations. Many prominent figures within 

society, such as religious figures, psychologists, moralists, and politicians create the 

various discursive “threads” by which sexuality is both expressed and repressed;  nature 

is thus for Foucault a function of social discourse.  Therefore, the Repressive Hypothesis, 

by positing a “natural” condition of desire and the body, creates the very repression it 

purports to resist. Nevertheless, by such resistance, the Repressive Hypothesis also 

provides a kind of pleasure and empowerment. Of the 18th and 19th century “expression” 

of sex, Foucault writes:  

Rather, it was a new regime of discourses. Not any less was said about it; on the 

contrary. But things were said in a different way; it was different people who said 

them, from different points of view, and in order to obtain different results. 

Silence itself – the things one declines to say, or is forbidden to name, the 

discretion that is required between different speakers – is less the absolute limit of 

discourse, the other side from which it is separated by a strict boundary, than an 

element that functions alongside the things said, with them and in relation to them 

within over-all strategies. There is no binary division to be made between what 

one says and what one does not say…There is not one but many silences and they 

are an integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourse (27).  

The concept of sexuality grouped together through the suppression of many different 

social attitudes, physical acts, psychological responses, gender conceptions, and physical 

parts of the anatomy into the distinct and socially separate category of sex. Because so 

much attention and prominence was given to the category of sexuality, sex became a 

fundamental aspect of an individual’s character and personality. The discourse created 
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around sexual practices worked to create the category of sex, which then stood in for the 

very textual elements that had created it. Thus, it was believed that sexuality contained 

the secrets of an individual’s very character and soul.  

Foucault is concerned to interpret contemporary notions of natural sex within 

specific historical locales. For example, he writes at length about same-sex attraction 

among the Greeks, which he argues seemed as natural to that time as the models he 

discusses regarding the 18th and 19th century seemed to the Age of Enlightenment. 

According to the Repressive Hypothesis, sexual discourse works to identify, explain, and 

control sexual processes; in this model, actions and behaviors elucidate and explain what 

is ultimately identified as selfhood. In the nineteenth century, sexual discourse formed 

clear and distinct categories for people who performed certain sexual behaviors. As an 

example, Foucault considers the nineteenth century invention of “the homosexual,” in 

which a single sexual act transcends itself and its participants in order to define a new 

species of sexual being. Thus, sexual acts between men created a category by which any 

other social action or behavior could be defined and understood. Foucault writes: 

As defined by the ancient canonical codes, sodomy was a category of forbidden 

acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject of them. The 

nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case history, and a 

childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a morphology, with 

an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology. Nothing that went 

into his total composition was unaffected by his sexuality…less as a habitual sin 

than as a singular nature…less by a type of sexual relations than by a certain 

quality of sexual sensibility (43).  



 

 8

Likewise in the film Behind the Green Door actions and behavior define the fundamental 

being of the person performing them and, more importantly, place that person within a 

socially-regulated category of being. For example, despite being one of the most 

ubiquitous characters within the film, Driver’s entire essence and purpose are identified 

through the continued action he performs -- driving towards an unknown and unreachable 

destination. Despite all his experiences throughout the film, Driver’s defining action and 

behavior are a non-activity which garners no results and exists for its own sake. Thus, the 

fact that Driver is defined by an action – the implied shift from doing to being – supports 

the Foucault’s notion that subjectivity is socially determined through the definition of 

individual actions. 

By extension, pornography defines its meaning and its purpose through the 

representation, creation, and most importantly, the socialization of sexual fantasy. While 

Driver represents an identification of being through actions, he also models a sort of 

viewer longing and eventual non-fulfillment because pornography is both unable and 

unwilling to consummate the desires it arouses. Like the highway, sexual fantasy is 

endless. Driver never gets where he is going. When the film begins, the viewer expects 

multiple sexual scenarios which will arouse his or her passion and provide him or her 

with new elements of sexual fantasy. Even though Driver participates in a highly erotic 

orgy in which he experiences a variety of sexual groupings and scenarios, in the end, he 

is left with nothing but the road – and endless desire with no end or consummation. The 

sexual scene he shares with Saunders at the end of the film is clearly an element of 

fantasy as the loving couple is superimposed over the highway. Eventually, the highway 

and landscape fade, leaving only Driver and Saunders; but by slowly eradicating the 
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highway the film implies that Driver’s route is one of endless desire and longing with no 

contact points anywhere in his daily life.  

While the film develops new discursive modes for sexual comportment, it does 

not create them from scratch.  Instead, it examines the models of sexual behavior already 

present within society and exposes their implicit violent and subversive modes of being. 

In her essay, Pornography, Eleanor Heartney examines Susan Sontag’s claim that 

pornography attempts to define certain modes of sexual behavior purposefully subverted 

and hidden away by society.  Heartney writes: 

For Sontag, pornography is a forum for the pursuit of kinds of knowledge that are 

otherwise foreclosed by our culture. One of these is the truth of sexuality, which 

is revealed by pornography to be something quite other than the healthy ‘natural’ 

appetite as defined by modern liberal thinking. She argues: ‘Tamed as it may be, 

sexuality remains one of the demonic forces in human consciousness – pushing us 

at intervals close to taboo and dangerous desires, which range from the impulse to 

commit sudden arbitrary violence upon another person to the voluptuous yearning 

for the extinction of one’s consciousness, for death itself (21).  

Heartney recognizes that pornography generates discursive models of sexuality based on 

but also in conflict with “modern liberal thinking”; thus, the “truth of sexuality” is 

precisely what is “other” in it. Heartney is interested not in what porn says about the 

world but what it says about the mind. The film neither creates nor supports the notion 

that men should sexually violate women. Rather, it recognizes a thesis that Heartney 

argues is already present in the cultural mainstream -- namely that women rely upon men 

to define and awaken their sexual identities: in the fantasy world of the film, Saunders’ 
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penetration is not a rape; it is a gift. As a fantasy it claims a status outside of mainstream 

sexual practices while still reconnecting with the thematic context.  

 Even the tagline of the film, “The All-American Girl”, suggests that the film is 

not positing new or original ideas about sexual behavior; instead, it examines the familiar 

and closely held sexual practices already present in American culture. By titling her “the 

all-American girl,” the film presents Saunders as an average young woman with a 

normal, socially-accepted sexual appetite and drive. While the film presents these 

behaviors in a highly symbolic fashion, it still emphasizes that the practice of abduction 

and ravishment are not confined to sexual misfits and deviants but are part of the fantasy 

life of male mainstream.  

 Much of the criticism surrounding Behind the Green Door, as well as 

pornography as a whole, stems from the notion that the film promotes violent and 

misogynic ideas of sexuality. In the 1980s, Andrea Dworkin and Catherine MacKinnon 

initiated a critique of pornographic films which extended to a larger social critique. While 

Sontag claims that pornography reflects but does not create social norms, Dworkin and 

MacKinnon argue the opposite; they claim pornographic films are a direct result and 

promotion of degenerate sexual practices.  During testimony before the New York 

Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography in 1986, Dworkin states:  

Feminists are often asked whether pornography causes rape. The fact is that rape 

and prostitution caused and continues to cause pornography. Politically, 

culturally, socially, sexually, and economically, rape and prostitution generated 

pornography; and pornography depends for its continued existence on the rape 
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and prostitution of women. Pornography is used in rape - to plan it, to execute it, 

to choreograph it, to engender the excitement to commit the act (Dworkin). 

According to Dworkin, all pornography is inherently violent and subjugating to women 

because it promotes the practices of rape and prostitution; thereby, continuously 

positioning them as victims. Dworkin does not stop at pornography, however; she 

expands her claim to argue that all sexual acts are inherently degrading to women.  

 Dworkin and MacKinnon assert that all sexual acts between a man and woman 

are by their very nature violent and demeaning to women. MacKinnon argues women are 

inherently weaker than men and have been conditioned to “consent” to physical violation; 

however, this acquiesce does not remove the innate degradation of the act. MacKinnon 

writes: 

All sex, even consensual sex between a married couple, is an act of violence 

perpetrated against a woman…In a patriarchal society, all heterosexual 

intercourse is rape because women, as a group, are not strong enough to give 

meaningful consent (MacKinnon). 

Dworkin takes MacKinnon’s view a step further and claims the very nature of intercourse 

demonstrates a man’s physical power over a woman. Dworkin states:  

Intercourse as an act often expresses the power men have over women (Dworkin).  

Not only do Dworkin and MacKinnon claim that all sexual acts are inherently degrading 

and physically violent to women, but they also claim that they do not possess the same 

power or agency as men.  

 Perhaps most importantly, Dworkin and MacKinnon advocated a legal definition of 

pornography which casts women as sexual victims constantly controlled and subjected by 
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men. In his article, “A Second Look at Pornography and The Subordination of Women,” 

W. A. Parent writes:  

Feminist writer Andrea Dworkin and feminist lawyer Catherine MacKinnon 

recently proposed a new definition…(1) pornography is the graphic sexually 

explicit subordination of women through pictures and/or words that also includes 

one or more of the following: (i) women are presented dehumanized as sexual 

objects, things, or commodities; or (ii) women are presented as sexual objects 

who enjoy pain or humiliation; or (iii) women are presented as sexual objects who 

experience sexual pleasure in being raped; or (iv) women are presented as sexual 

objects tied up or cut up or mutilated or bruised or physically hurt; or (v) women 

are presented in postures or positions of sexual submission, servility, or display; 

or (vi) women’s body parts – including but not limited to vaginas, breasts, or 

buttocks – are exhibited such that women are reduced to those parts; or (vii) 

women are presented as whores by nature; or (viii) women are presented being 

penetrated by objects or animals; or (ix) women are presented in scenarios of 

degradation, injury, torture, shown as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised or hurt 

in a context that makes these conditions sexual. (2) The use of men, children, or 

transsexuals in the place of women in (1) above is pornography for the purposes 

of this law (205). 

According to this definition of pornography, “woman” becomes a category – similar to 

Foucault’s notion of the homosexual – for anybody who is used for pleasure. This 

constructs a one-way power model not only for pleasure but also for men and women. 

Thus, anyone – man, woman, or child – who has sexual acts enacted upon them is placed 
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into a feminized role – a role which denotes victim status. More importantly, Parent 

argues, this model casts women as passive recipients that lack control of their physical 

bodies or partners. 

 Dworkin and MacKinnon never engage directly with Behind the Green Door; 

however, their attack on pornography comes at the very moment in which this film stands 

in for the genre. Moreover, it is not hard to find elements of the critique in the film itself. 

The film venerates men as primal, sexual aggressors; for example, Saunders’ abduction 

and ravishment provide her sexual identity. The problem with this, however, is that 

Dworkin and McKinnon’s arguments against pornography are paradoxically linked to the 

same representations which feminism struggles to eradicate. Instead, of empowering 

women and forcing them out of the bounds of victim-hood, Dworkin and MacKinnon’s 

argument inadvertently claims that all women are child-like creatures who’s sexuality 

damns them to violence, subjugation, and submission. In her article, “A Feminist Critique 

of ‘the’ Feminist Critique of Pornography,” Nadine Strossen discusses an inherent error 

in the feminist critique. Strossen writes: 

Embedded in [the feminist pro-censorship] view are several…familiar themes: 

that sex is degrading to women, but not to men; that men are raving beasts; that 

sex is dangerous for women; that sexuality is male, not female; that women are 

victims, not sexual actors; that men inflict “it” on women; that penetration is 

submission; that heterosexual sexuality, rather than the institution of 

heterosexuality, is sexist…It’s ironic that a feminist position on pornography 

incorporates most of the myths about sexuality that feminism has struggled to 

displace (1147).  
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The irony Strossen finds is that this theoretical stance reassigns women their victim 

status. Moreover, Dworkin and MacKinnon are able to make such an assignment of 

powerlessness by presenting a direct line of influence between fantasy and real life. The 

film, however, has thought this problem through to a conclusion not anticipated by these 

feminists.  

 While Dworkin and MacKinnon claim that the only role for women is one of 

victim-hood, Behind the Green Door recasts Saunders in an element of fantasy in which 

she is allowed to be a sexualized being. The film understands that Saunders cannot exist 

as a sexually-awakened woman within the model of behavior it presents; therefore it 

presents a new fantasy that the multiple-person ravishment and subsequent awakening 

has prepared Saunders for new form of sexuality – intimate, monogamous sex with a 

single, loving partner. Thus, by re-supposing the fantasy, the film puts forth a new model 

of femininity which is both sexually experienced and empowered.  

Dworkin and MacKinnon not only argue that pornography promotes violent and 

degenerate sexual behaviors towards women, but they also assert that pornography allows 

women no other possibilities than to exist as subjugated and controlled sexual objects. In 

his essay, “Feminism, Pornography, and Law,” Eric Hoffman discusses the feminist 

notion that pornography forces women not only to participate in demeaning, violent 

sexual scenarios, but it actually coerces women to desire and yearn for sexual 

domination. Hoffman writes: 

The sexual imagery of the pornography industry, an industry in which men 

produce images of women for other men, objectifies and degrades women. It 

portrays them as requiring some coaxing, after which they always become eager 
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for sexual submission – even for violence and torture. Pornography approves male 

domination of women by portraying it as pleasurable both to men and women. 

Feminists argue that pornography thereby increases the probability and social 

acceptability of violence against, and exploitation of, women. Ultimately, this 

pornographic ideology tends to make both men and women discount women’s 

perspective, interests, and will (512). 

The original feminist critique not only accused films like Behind the Green Door of being 

subversive and harmful to women but it also claims that sexual practices themselves are 

inherently violent and degrading to women. Behind this argument is another—an echo of 

the Repressive Hypothesis that imagines women as “naturally” without any sexual desire 

at all. Women claiming to enjoy sex with men are in this model coded as having been 

conditioned by a male dominated society in order to define their own subjectivity.  Once 

again, the feminist critique not only discounts the physical desires and sexual behaviors 

of mature consenting women, but it also actively undermines women’s abilities to define 

their sexual, intellectual, and emotional lives. 

By forcing women to exist within a model of sexual comportment which asserts 

they have no sexual agency or power, the feminist critique not only limits the options 

available to women for sexual expression but it also actively harms women who present 

themselves as sexual beings. Strossen discusses the dangerously problematic claim that 

women do not possess the mental capacities to make informed, responsible decisions 

about their sexual natures. Strossen writes:  

Indeed, Catherine MacKinnon and other supporters of the Dworkin-MacKinnon 

anti-pornography law have expressly analogized women to children, arguing that 
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both groups should be deemed unable to make certain fundamental choices for 

themselves…To dismiss their choices as tantamount to those of children, as the 

feminist censorship proponents do, not only denies the equality of these individual 

women, but also deeply undermines the cause of women’s equality more 

generally (1139).  

Not only does this model of thinking maintain that women are mentally and emotionally 

unable to make decisions regarding their bodies, careers, and lifestyles, but it also 

undermines those who have actively and forcefully defined their existences as sexually-

aware and sexually-empowered women.  

Consequently, it is not surprising that Dworkin and McKinnon save their harshest 

criticism for women who choose to work within the pornographic film industry and 

present themselves as both proponents and elements of sexual fantasy. Strossen discusses 

the feminist critique’s harsh and demoralizing view of female performers: 

Anti-pornography feminists label [women who work in pornography] as 

‘psychologically sick’ because they have made non-feminist choices. These 

women are called ‘victims’ of their culture. But radical feminists were raised in 

the same culture. Presumably, these ‘enlightened’ women wish us to believe that 

their choices are based on reason and knowledge; somehow, they have risen 

above the culture in which they were raised. They are unwilling, however, to 

grant such a courteous assumption to any woman who disagrees with them…If a 

woman enjoys consuming pornography, it is not because she comes from another 

background, has a different emotional make-up or has reasoned from different 

facts. No: it is because she is mentally incompetent. Like any three year old, she is 
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unable to give informed consent regarding her own body. The touchstone 

principle of feminism used to be, “a woman’s body, a woman’s right.” Regarding 

date rape, feminists still declare, ‘No means no.’ The logical corollary of this is 

‘yes means yes.’ Now, modern feminists are declaring that ‘yes’ means nothing. It 

is difficult to believe that any form of pornography could be more degrading to 

women than this attitude (1139). 

Strossen claims this model of thinking not only undermines the decisions women make 

about their sexual selves in abstract terms, but it also limits the legal and fiscal rights of 

women working within the pornographic film industry: 

The Dworkin-MacKinnon approach to sexually oriented expression would 

undermine the interests of women who choose to make their living in the sex 

industry in several respects…as even feminist censorship advocates recognize, the 

practical impact of their approach would not be to prevent the production of 

sexually explicit expression altogether, but rather simply to drive that production 

underground. In consequence, the women who participate in producing sexually 

oriented materials would be more subject to exploitation and less amenable to 

legal protection. The Dworkin-MacKinnon approach also deprives women who 

pose for sexually explicit works of an important tool for guarding their economic 

and other interests because it deems women incompetent to enter into legally 

binding contracts regarding the production of such works (1162). 

While Dworkin and MacKinnon’s claims may at first seem abstract and preposterous, 

legal actions have been enacted which declare that women who participate within the 
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pornographic film industry are not mentally competent to make decisions regarding the 

legal, fiscal, and professional aspects of their careers. Strossen writes: 

The 1992 Canadian Supreme Court decision that adopted Dworkin and 

MacKinnon’s general analysis of “pornography” also adopted their specific 

position that a woman’s consent to perform for “pornographic” photographs or 

films cannot prevent the work from being classified as “degrading” or 

“dehumanizing.” To the contrary, in an Orwellian turn, the court “reasoned” that a 

woman’s consent may well “make the depicted acts even more degrading and 

dehumanizing” (1139). 

Thus, by relying on a model of sexual comportment which asserts that women are child-

like creatures unable to make decisions about their bodies, careers, and lifestyles, the 

feminist critique of pornography has actually stripped women of their rights to be 

regarded as intellectual beings with the same consent power and sexual agency as their 

male counterparts.  

 Unlike the Dworkin-MacKinnon critique, Jameson and Michelle “Belladonna” 

Sinclair use the discursive mode of pornography to redefine the notion female sexuality.   

Two of the most prolific and powerful stars in the industry, Jameson and Belladonna not 

only argue that they possess the same amount of sexual knowledge and self-possession as 

their male counterparts, but they also argue that pornography can actually empower 

women. In his interview, “Sex Machine: Ex Utahn Belladonna, Faces Porn Stardom with 

Relish and Some Reluctance,” Steven Dark discusses Belladonna’s refusal to be cast as a 

sexual victims. Dark writes: 
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Sinclair fought hard to disprove the ‘victim’ label…She’s struggled to build her 

self-esteem and to find a voice in an industry where, she admits, intelligent and 

strong-willed women are rarely found... “no one ever forced me, I could have 

said, ‘No.’ I could have walked away. I chose to do those things” [quotations used 

by interviewer]. 

Not only does Belladonna dispute the claim that women are coerced into the industry of 

pornographic films, but she also claims that women can actually find a liberating and 

powerful voice through their work in the industry. More importantly, while redefining the 

role of women in socially purported models of sexual behavior, Belladonna claims that 

women can redefine their individual selves as powerful, sexualized beings.  

 Jameson extends this argument and claims the pornographic film industry not 

only empowers women but also allows them to embrace their sexuality. In her 

autobiography, How to Make Love like a Porn Star: A Cautionary Tale, Jameson writes: 

The job of porn star is not a calling—or even an option—for most women. 

However, if you make the right decisions and set the right boundaries for 

yourself, it can be a great living…Though watching porn may seem degrading to 

some women, the fact is that it’s one of the few jobs for women where you can 

get to a certain level, look around, and feel so powerful, not just in the work 

environment but as a sexual being (325). 

Jameson points out an interesting distinction: while empowered, successful women are 

often portrayed as having no sex drive or any knowledge of sexual desire, successful 

pornographic film stars are permitted to be both artistically and financially successful as 

well as sexually desirous. The reluctance to allow women access to sexuality is a theme 
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heavily critiqued by Behind the Green Door. While Dworkin and MacKinnon accuse the 

film of promoting violent and misogynic attitudes of sexual behavior, the film uses the 

ravishment to identify an important paradoxical element hidden within the critique. 

Because women are continuously cast as childlike creatures possessing no control over 

their physical existences or their sexual characters, they are expected to deny any sexual 

thoughts or desires that are not expressly forced upon them by men; in essence, women 

are required to relinquish all control of sexual activity and can only be defined as sexual 

creatures through dominating male actions. In her article “A Feminist Critique of “the” 

Feminist Critique of Pornography,” Nadine Strossen cites Sara Diamond’s theory that 

women desire to be sexually dominated by men:  

Diamond has noted: ‘Many women…fantasized about being ravished. It is not 

surprising that women daydream about being uncontrollably desired in a culture 

in which our value as human beings is based on our attractiveness, and in which 

we are constantly prevented from acting out our desires. If we fantasize a partner 

taking complete control of a sexual encounter, then we are absolved from 

responsibility for our abandoned behavior. In this way we can mentally break 

sexual taboos that still remain in place in practice (1134).  

Ravishment and abduction play prominent roles within the male sexual fantasy and as 

such influence and shape the feminine sexual practices; thus, according to Diamond, it 

logically follows that women will view rape and sexual dominance as a form of desire, 

physical validation, and, ultimately, sexual liberation.  

 While Behind the Green Door recognizes the dangerous and degrading models of 

sexual comportment for inexperienced women who have yet to gain sexual agency, it 
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argues that the socially-accepted positions for sexually empowered women are much 

more dangerous and destructive. The Matron’s promise to Saunders that the ravishment 

will endow her with experience, respect, and knowledge is fulfilled; however, once 

Saunders gains sexual awakening, the film forces her to find a new category of being 

other than victim.  

While socially constructed models of femininity have continuously maintained 

that Saunders should reject sexual actions, the Matron informs Saunders that she will 

only received sexual pleasure and enlightenment by allowing herself to be ravished by 

her male attackers. Thus, in the same manner that pornography works to create new 

models of sexual behavior in response to the limited and subversive models constructed 

by society, the Matron instructs Saunders that she must surrender herself physically in 

order to gain corporeal liberation and sexual empowerment. During the ravishment, 

Saunders submits to the sexual actions performed upon her and is instructed on giving 

sexual pleasure to others; hence, having obtained sexual experience, she no longer exists 

as a mere recipient in the ravishment. Saunders’ transformation into a powerful sexual 

creature who possesses corporeal awareness and sexual knowledge is exemplified by her 

actions during the ravishment; at first, she merely allows the actions which occur but 

later, having experienced sexual release, Saunders becomes an active participant 

willingly and able to pleasure others. The film would be a commercial for phallo-centric 

domination, and would work to support the Dworkin-MacKinnon critique were it not for 

the culminating scene in which Saunders is re-appropriated into an entirely new genre of 

fantasy. Understanding the inherent dangers of the male-domination fantasy, the film 
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creates a new mode of sexual being in which women are competent and willing sexual 

participants.  

Interestingly, the sexual behaviors presented and critiqued by the film do not 

acknowledge or allow the existence of sexually-awakening and physically desirous 

women; in a model of sexual comportment where men are portrayed as dominant sexual 

aggressors and women are cast as sexually un-desirous victims, women awakened to 

sexual pleasure are no longer desired or sought out by men. Thus, within this model, 

women actively seek to be ravished and sexually overtaken in order to gain a sense of 

sexual being only to be abandoned in an endless state of physical desire and sexual 

longing. Andrea Dworkin claims that from childhood on, men are constantly rewarded 

for brute physical behavior and aggressiveness. Dworkin writes:  

Men are rewarded for learning the practice of violence in virtually any sphere of 

activity by money, admiration, recognition, respect, and the genuflection of others 

honoring their sacred and proven masculinity. In male culture, police are heroic 

and so are outlaws; males who enforce standards are heroic and so are those who 

violate them. Institutionalized in sports, the military, acculturated sexuality, the 

history and mythology of heroism, violence is taught to boys until they become its 

advocates (Dworkin).  

While men are constantly rewarded for aggressive and dominating behavior -- the same 

behavior that allows the previously mentioned model of sexual behavior in which women 

are continuously enacted upon by men -- women are not allowed the same 

aggressiveness. Even if a woman obtains sexual awareness and begins to desire sexual 
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contact, under the model of behavior presented in the film, she is not allowed to become a 

sexual aggressor herself.  

 Behind the Green Door and the Dworkin-MacKinnon argument both recognize 

the inherently paradoxical and dangerous notions that this particular concept of sexuality 

presents; however, the Dworkin and MacKinnon do not question the reality or validity of  

these sexual behaviors. Dworkin in particular maintains that sex is innately violent and 

subjugating to women and, as a result, women must deny all sexual actions involving 

men: thus, Dworkin posits that all forms of male-female sex, penetration (including but 

not limited to: penal, manual, oral, or object), and sexual dominance (perpetrated by any 

gender) are hostile acts of subjugation. Eleanor Heartney cites Dworkin’s view of male 

sexuality:  

‘Terror issues forth from the male, illuminates his essential nature and his basic 

purpose.’ In [Andrea Dworkin’s] view, heterosexual sex is always a matter of 

violation of the woman by the man. ‘The woman is acted on: the man acts and 

through action expresses sexual power, the power of masculinity.’ 

This argument once again forces women into positions of powerlessness. Dworkin 

inadvertently claims that women do not possess the self-knowledge or sexual agency 

which their male counterparts possess and are thus incapable of being sexual creatures.  

 While Behind the Green Door plays with the difference between reality and 

fantasy and recasts Saunders as an object of fantasy so that she may exist in a realm of 

sexual pleasure and knowledge, another pornographic film, The Devil in Miss 

Jones(1973; Dir: Gerard Damiano) explores the idea that sexual awakening damns 

women to an invisible and insatiable position. In the film, based on Jean Sartre’s dramatic 
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work, No Exit, the main character, Justine Jones, a sexually-inexperienced young woman 

commits suicide and meets with St. Peter who tells her that although she has led a 

virtuous life, she still must be condemned to hell for the mortal sin of suicide. 

Jones accepts her fate but begs for the chance to experience sexual pleasure before being 

cast into hell; St. Peter, moved by her plea, allows her to return to Earth for a short time. 

First, Jones encounters a man who instructs her in oral sex; after her sexual curiosity and 

physical desires have peaked, the man ravishes her body and provides her with full sexual 

release. After this, Jones experiences sexual actions with another woman and participates 

in an orgy. Once Jones receives full sexual pleasure, she must return to hell. The film 

closes in an empty concrete room with Jones and one other person -- a delirious man who 

does not seem to register her presence. Jones, now a sexualized woman with physical and 

sexual desire, pleads with the man to have sex with her but he is not even aware of her 

company. Desperate for sexual release, Jones begins to masturbate, all the while begging 

the man to engage in sexual activity with her; not only does the man continue to ignore 

her but she is also unable to find sexual release on her own. Once Jones becomes a 

sexually-awakened woman with her own power and sexual agency, she no longer fits into 

socially-accepted mode of sexual behavior; thus, Jones’ sexual awakening imprisons her 

within a state of physical and sexual longing and consigns her to an existence of sexual 

non-fulfillment and misery. Much like Behind the Green Door, this film is not advocating 

that women are victims of sexuality; instead it ironically presents the limited notion of 

femininity within male sexual fantasy.  

Differing greatly from the Dworkin-MacKinnon argument and The Devil in Miss 

Jones, Behind the Green Door attempts to redefine models of sexual behavior which will 
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allow women to exist as sexually knowledgeable and powerful beings. Shortly after 

Saunders becomes a sexualized being able to receive and give physical pleasure, she 

disappears from the film and is re-introduced as a figure of fantasy. While the film fails 

to completely recreate a position for women possessing sexual agency, positing Saunders 

as an element of fantasy allows her to exist as a sexual being that is able to enjoy sexual 

acts without the violence and degradation presented in the previous model. The sexual 

acts between Driver and Saunders and Driver are very tender and intimate; they are 

presented as sexual equals who have both acquired the knowledge and desire to please 

one another.  

Working within previous models of sexual comportment feminist critiques see 

sexuality as an element which is always harmful to women; within these boundaries 

women are viewed as possessing no power or control over their bodies, expected to deny 

and reject all sexual actions, allowed only forced sexual contact and, finally, once they 

have been allowed to experience sexual pleasure and desire, they are completely 

eradicated from the model and must exist within a un-fulfilled existence. Finding this 

model of sexual behavior unacceptable, Behind the Green Door attempts to redefine the 

model and place women within a position of sexual power by casting women within the 

role of fantasy.  
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Chapter Two: The Creation and Purpose of Sexual Fantasy within Pornography 

While pornography often identifies and exposes the violent and subjugating 

models of sexual behavior already present within society, it also redefines the notion of 

fantasy in order to create new modes of sexual comportment. Behind the Green Door 

recognized that many socially-maintained attitudes of femininity are limiting and 

dangerous to women; thus, after her awakening, the film places Saunders within an 

element of fantasy in order to maintain her status as an equal sexual partner able to give 

and receive physical pleasure. Even though the film advocates a reconsideration of sexual 

attitudes regarding women, it is unable to mould a position for them within the perceived 

reality of the film. Over the last forty years, however, many pornographic films have not 

only promoted the idea of women as sexually-enlightened and empowered creatures but 

they have actively redefined the notion of femininity as being strong, enlightened, and 

possessing sexual agency. In this chapter I will discuss Jenna Jameson’s character, 

Barbara, in The Masseuse and Belladonna’s character, Jesse, from The Fashionistas and 

examine the distinct methods of empowerment which both use to redefine the notion of 

female sexual pleasure and power.  

Behind the Green Door was the first hard-core pornographic film which 

American audiences had ever witnessed and as such it carefully differentiates the 

boundaries between the professed reality of the film, that which lies outside the narrative, 

and the realm of fantasy, that which is contained in the narrative. The film begins by 

carefully creating a notion of reality: each character is introduced and subsequently 

identified by an action. For example, both Driver and Saunders’ characters are introduced 

and established as would happen in any non-pornographic film. Shortly after, a narrative 
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is introduced which cues the viewer that they have entered a realm of fantasy. By 

presenting the sexual acts in front of an audience, the film demonstrates that the purpose 

of fantasy is to heighten and inspire the viewers’ own sexual narrative and identity; 

however, by steeping the final scene within the realm of fantasy, it asserts that the role 

and purpose of pornography are not a substitute or “supplement” for real sex practices.  

Even though the purpose of the ravishment is to create and build an element of 

fantasy, the paradoxical nature of fantasy does not require that the sexual actions 

presented portray a sense of physical pleasure. For example, while many of these sexual 

acts and scenarios are much different and more fantastical than the ordinary sexual 

positions and scenarios encountered in everyday life, it is obvious that the exorbitant and 

showy nature of these acts renders them sexually un-pleasurable. By providing the viewer 

with these extraordinary and unrealistic sexual scenarios, Behind the Green Door asserts 

that the role of sexual fantasy is to provide a realm of sexual thought and play completely 

outside of reality which will influence and shape sexual identity while still remaining 

unobtainable. The sexual scenarios inspire the viewer both because they appear real and 

because they are not real; the scenario must initially appear real in order to inspire yet it 

must also remain more excessive and out of reach than any true sexual acts. Thus, by 

maintaining the true non-reality of pornography and sexual fantasy, the film is able to 

inspire and shape sexual practices and ultimately sexual natures while at the same time 

understanding that fantasy exists in a realm that can never be duplicated or obtained.  

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Sigmund Freud developed a hypothesis he 

calls the Seduction Theory in which he argued that fantasy resulted when a subject was 

unable to fulfill the role of identification that he/she desired and thus created a separate 
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realm of acceptance based on these rejections. In February 1895, Freud published two 

medical documents, “Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neuroses” and “Further Remarks 

on the Neuro-Psychoses of Defence,” in which he wrote that cases of physiological 

hysteria and obsessional neurosis stemmed from repressed memories of sexual 

molestation during infancy and early childhood. More acutely, in letters written to his 

friend, Wilhelm Fliess, Freud claimed hysteria developed as a result of “presexual” 

sexual shock and obsessional neurosis as a result of “presexual” sexual pleasure. A year 

later, Freud published a third paper, “The Aetiology of Hysteria,” claiming an even larger 

number of patients with the same diagnoses.  

According to this theory, all persons exist within a realm of “pre-sexuality” 

during their infancy and childhood; however, after engaging with the older, sexually 

mature adults around them, children begin to understand the concept of sexuality and 

begin to engage in a sexualized manner with those around them. For example, Freud 

argues that young girls learn the concept of femininity from their fathers’ reactions to 

their behaviors and, thus, in early childhood acquire an acute sense of sexual behavior. 

Because the sexual discourse between children and their elders is such a subtly defined 

element of social behavior, Freud notes that his patients did not come to him to discuss 

their sexual abuse and, in fact, had not even known that they had been molested. Freud 

writes: 

Before they come for analysis the patients know nothing about these [sexual] 

scenes. They are indignant as a rule if we warn them that such scenes are going to 

emerge. Only the strongest compulsion of the treatment can induce them to 

embark on a reproduction of them.' Not only have they 'no feeling of 
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remembering the scenes' they are induced to reproduce, they assure 

me...emphatically of their unbelief (204).  

Not only were Freud’s patients unaware of their alleged sexual abuse, but many had 

difficulty recovering anything more than fragments of these memories.   

Freud continues: 

[T]hese patients never repeat these stories spontaneously, nor do they ever in the 

time suddenly present the physician with the complete recollection of a scene of 

this kind. One only succeeds in awakening the psychical trace of a precocious 

sexual event under the most energetic pressure of the analytic procedure, and 

against an enormous resistance. Moreover, the memory must be extracted from 

them piece by piece...'(153). 

 Freud’s Seduction theory met with several harsh critics who claimed the patients’ 

“memories” of sexual abuse, were not actual memories but were fantasies. Schimek 

writes, “[T]he knowledge of [the] original trauma, whether an unconscious memory or 

fantasy, was based on Freud's interpretation and reconstruction; it was not directly 

revealed by the patient' (1987: 960). Furthermore, Cioffi and Borch-Jacobsen claim that 

Freud’s infamous pressure technique, in which Freud would apply manual pressure to the 

forehead while the patient recounted repressed memories, actually worked as a form of 

hypnosis. Thus, patients were actively coerced to summon hypnagogic images of sexual 

molestation.  

 Eventually, Freud renounced his theory and claimed it was highly improbable that 

so many patients had suffered sexual trauma at such a young age; instead, he suggested 

that his patients were producing false memories of sexual activity because their 
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unconscious mind was attempting to rectify the sexual attraction and rejection which 

infants and children receive from adults. In his work, The Interpretation of Dreams, 

Freud discusses the creation of fantasies. He writes:  

There is one case, namely, in which it is to a great extent spared the labour of, as 

it were, building up a façade for the dream – the case, namely, in which a 

formation of that kind already exists, available for use in the material of the 

dream-thoughts. I am in the habit of describing the element in the dream-thoughts 

which I have in mind as a ‘phantasy.’…Hysterical symptoms are not attached to 

actual memories, but to phantasies erected on the basis of memories…Like 

dreams, they are wish-fulfillments; like dreams, they are based to a great extent 

on impressions of infantile experiences; like dreams, they benefit by a certain 

degree of relaxation of censorship. If we examine their structure, we shall 

perceive the way in which the wishful purpose that is at work in their production 

has mixed up the material of which they are built, has rearranged it and has 

formed it into a new whole. (529-530). 

Freud claims that fantasies are created from several different elements, both actual 

memories and wish-fulfillments of events that never occurred, as a coping mechanism 

against events which a subject believes should occur but never materializes.  

 According to Jonathon Culler, Freud’s concept of fantasy defines and elucidates a 

subject’s reality and helps a person find his or her identification in reality. Culler writes:  

For Freud, identification is a psychological process in which the subject 

assimilates an aspect of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, 

according to the model that the other provides. The personality or the self is 
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constituted by a series of identifications. Thus, the basis of sexual identity is an 

identification with a parent: one desires as the parent does; as if imitating the 

parent’s desire and becoming a rival for the loved object. In the Oedipus complex 

the boy identifies with the father and desires the mother…Ultimately, 

psychoanalysis reaffirms the lesson one might draw from the most serious and 

celebrated novels: that identity is a failure; that we do not happily become men or 

women, that the internalization of social norms (which sociologist theorize as 

something that happens smoothly and inexorably) always encounters resistance 

and ultimately does not work: we do not become we are supposed to be. (114) 

Thus, when a subject identifies him-or-herself with another subject and tries to define 

themselves in those terms, the subject inevitably fails. In order to rectify his/her reality 

and inability to fit within a certain model of identification, a subject must create a sense 

fantasy.  

Saunders’ disappearance at the end of Behind the Green Door symbolizes the 

profound dichotomy between fantasy and reality within pornography; once Saunders’ has 

been transformed into an element of fantasy and desire for the audience, she is no longer 

able to exist as a character within the perceived space of reality of the film. Working 

within this particular model of sexual behavior, Saunders must be removed from reality 

in order to be viewed as a sexually-experienced woman possessing sexual agency and 

control. Such a social reconstruction of the body is discussed by Judith Butler in her 

work, Gender Trouble. Butler writes,  

If the creation of values, that historical mode of signification, requires the 

destruction of the body…then there must be a body prior to that inscription, stable 
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and self-identical, subject to that sacrificial destruction. In a sense…cultural 

values emerge as the result of an inscription on the body, understood as a 

medium, indeed, a blank page; in order for the inscription to signify, however, 

that medium must itself be destroyed – that is fully transvaluated into a 

sublimated domain of values. With the metaphorics of this notion of cultural 

values is the figure of history as a relentless writing instrument, and the body as 

the medium which must be destroyed and transfigured in order for ‘culture’ to 

emerge (2492). 

In the same manner that Butler argues that both sexuality and the body are the products of 

social discourse, Behind the Green Door attempts to redefine Saunders’s essence of being 

first by eradicating and then re-inscribing it as fantasy. While the film is unable to 

completely redefine the model of sexual behavior, it asserts that an entirely new position 

for sexual experienced and desirous women must be created.  

 The pornographic film industry has been very successful in creating and shaping 

the nature of sexual fantasy; however, the concept of desire has almost solely been 

constructed towards a male perspective. While the vast majority of characters in 

pornography are women, female sexual pleasure is almost completely divorced from the 

sexual scenarios presented; instead, the concept of female-centric pleasure is almost 

always portrayed as an element of male sexual fantasy. Female-masturbation scenes, 

“girl-on-girl” scenes,1 “gang-bang” scenes2, and orgies are not represented as scenes in 

which women find sexual fulfillment either with themselves or with others but, rather, 

                                                 
1 A scene featuring two or more women participating in various sexual actions. Notice that the term 
“lesbian is rarely ever used in pornography as this would denote the actress had no sexual interest in men 
which would ultimately ruin the fantasy.  
2 A scene featuring two or more men performing sexual acts on a woman. 
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they are portrayed as scenes in which women present their sexual pleasure for the sexual 

fulfillment of a male fantasy. In his essay, “Feminism, Pornography, and Law,” Eric 

Hoffman writes that pornographic films have continuously been presented with a male 

perspective and, as such, have generally posited the notion of female sexual pleasure as a 

mere element of male fantasy. Hoffman writes: 

The argument is that men and women do indeed have different sexual styles. 

These styles are in part genetic, but they are reinforced and amplified by a culture 

that is undeniably biased in favor of men. Pornography is a genre of male fantasy 

in which women are portrayed as having a male sexuality; that is they are aroused 

by what arouses men. Male fantasies are somewhat aggressive and degrading to 

women, and this is unfortunate, but pornography is nonetheless part of a 

legitimate masculine style, a style which is more visual, less tactile, more 

instrumental, less expressive, more lustful, less loving (527). 

Physical pleasure is enacted upon Saunders throughout the ravishment, yet the pleasure 

which Saunders feels is used to heighten and inspire the sexual fantasies of those 

watching the acts occur. Thus, Saunders’ sexual pleasure is continuously portrayed as an 

element of desire for others and eventually Saunders’ entire essence of being is reduced 

to mere fantasy.  

 Portraying female sexual pleasure as a mere constituent of masculine sexual 

fantasy not only degrades and debases the role of women in sexual scenarios but 

eventually eradicates the woman entirely. In her article, “Pornography and Repression: A 

Reconsideration,” Irene Diamond discusses the feminist critique of pornography and 

claims the inherent danger of pornography is that women become consumed by a male 
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dominated culture and are rendered a completely invisible and unimportant aspect within 

that culture. Diamond writes:  

 This newly emerging analysis of pornography differs in several respects from 

conventional interpretations. For feminists, the “what” of pornography is not sex 

but power and violence, and the “who” of concern are no longer male consumers 

and artists but women. In the conventional model, women are invisible. No 

concern is expressed for women being degraded or abused in pornographic films, 

photographs, or shows; nor the women who might become the real-life victims of 

non-fantasy acts; nor women in general whose opposition is reinforced by 

distorted views of their nature. The invisibility of women in this conventional 

model is attributable to several factors: (1) the tendency of patriarchal society to 

define reality in terms of men’s activities, (2) the tendency in liberal society to 

discuss pornography in relationship to abstract rights and principles disconnected 

from pornography’s grim reality in actual communities; and (3) the belief shared 

by traditional moralists and liberationists alike that human sexuality has a fixed 

“naturally” given shape (689-690). 

In much the same way that Saunders’ character was transformed into a sexual fantasy and 

entirely purged from reality, the element of female pleasure has been removed from the 

realm of female sexual desire and fulfillment and re-appropriated into an element of male 

sexual fantasy.  

 By examining the role of female sexual pleasure within the male fantasy, Behind 

the Green Door also examines the intrinsic shift between sexual power and sexual 

pleasure; throughout the sexual narrative, the sexual power shifts between those who are 
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forcing sexual acts onto others and those who are finding pleasure and liberation in said 

sexual acts. Foucault argues that sexual power and sexual pleasure do not represent a 

dichotomy of sexual elements but, rather, they are two fundamental elements of sexuality 

which not only co-exist but actually work to co-create one another.   

Foucault writes: 

This implantation of multiple perversions is not a mockery of sexuality taking 

revenge on a power that has thrust on it an excessively repressive law. Neither are 

we dealing with paradoxical forms of pleasure that turn back on power and invest 

it in the form of a ‘pleasure to be endured.’ The implantation of perversions is an 

instrument-effect: it is through the isolation, intensification, and consolidation of 

peripheral sexualities that the relations or power to sex and pleasure branched out 

and multiplied, measured the body, and penetrated modes of conduct. And 

accompanying this encroachment or powers, scattered sexualities rigidified, 

became stuck to an age, a place, a type of practice. A proliferation of sexualities 

through the extension of power; an optimization of the power to which each of 

these local sexualities gave a surface of intervention: this concatenation 

particularly since the nineteenth century, has been ensured and relayed by the 

countless economic interests which, with the help of medicine, psychiatry, 

prostitution, and pornography, have tapped into both this analytical multiplication 

of pleasure and this optimization of the power that controls it. Pleasure and power 

do not cancel or turn back against one another; they seek out, overlap, and 

reinforce one another. They are linked together by complex mechanisms and 

devices of excitation and incitement (48).  
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During the ravishment, Saunders’ arousal and enjoyment of the sexual acts being 

performed upon her allows her to garner control of the film audience’s sexual pleasure. 

By presenting her sexual pleasure to the audience, she is able to heighten the arousal and 

enjoyment of the audience. Eventually, the audience becomes so aroused by Saunders’ 

physical pleasure that they break down and succumb to their sexual desires and 

participate in a large orgy; thus, the film portrays that sexual power shifts between those 

who are giving pleasure and those who are receiving the pleasure, (as in Foucault’s 

representation of “lover” or erastēs and “beloved” or eromenos in Plato’s Symposium, in 

History of Sexuality II) and that these two elements of sexuality work together in order to 

co-create one another.  

 Since the release of Behind the Green Door, many pornographic films have relied 

on the intrinsic nature of sexual pleasure and sexual power in order to recast and redefine 

the role of female pleasure within fantasy. For example, Jenna Jameson and Belladonna 

have portrayed two distinct modes of femininity; while Jameson depicts herself as a 

sexually experienced woman in control of her sexual partners and encounters, Belladonna 

relies on a medieval model of empowerment in which she accepts and is pleasured by 

physical domination and sexual violence. Jameson and Belladonna’s use of the 

pornographic film industry to reconstruct notions of femininity and sexuality is a highly 

feminist ideal. Strossen writes that the Dworkin-MacKinnon critique of female 

pornographic stars is badly flawed; instead of claiming these women are psychologically 

damaged or brainwashed by phallo-centric culture, Strossen states that women must work 

within the discursive mode of pornography in order to reconstruct the notion of sex. 

Strossen states: 
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Feminist law professor Carlin Meyer explains that the Dworkin-MacKinnon 

analysis strongly supports the conclusion that gender equality and sexual freedom 

are closely interconnected: ‘If [feminist advocates of censoring ‘pornography’] 

are right that sex is central to patriarchal control of women, then freedom to 

explore it is crucial to women’s ability to achieve change (1163).   

Even though Jameson and Belladonna’s models of sexual empowerment contrast, each 

performer presents herself as a strong, sexually-enlightened women who has the desire 

and ability to give and receive physical pleasure. Thus, by working within a mode of 

sexual discourse, Jameson and Belladonna have successfully recreated feminine sexuality 

and have built a place for sexually-empowered women both within pornography and 

within society,   

The Masseuse begins with a main character that is already physically awakened 

and able to give and receive sexual pleasure. However, the lead male character, Jim, is 

portrayed as inexperienced and sexually immature. Barbara not only uses her sexuality to 

enhance her life but she is also able to act as a pedagogical figure for Jim, ushering him 

into a world of sexual experience.  The film presents two dominant and sexually 

experienced women: Amy, who aggressively attempts to initiate sexual scenarios with 

Jim, and Barbara who, although more subtle than Amy, possesses full control over her 

sexual identity and is thereby able to manage and direct her sexual situations and the 

participants within them. Jim is a nervous, anti-social virgin who hates his job, does not 

interact with others, and is so physically insecure that he does not remove his socks 

during sexual acts. Although Amy attempts to seduce Jim on several different occasions, 

even luring him into an empty warehouse, stripping off her clothing, and masturbating in 
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front of him, Jim repeatedly rejects her advances because he has not had an adequate 

introduction to sex and is unable to function as an adequate sexual being.  

 Shortly after, Jim actively seeks out a woman to guide him through his first sexual 

experience; while receiving a massage, Jim propositions Barbara, the masseuse, for 

sexual favors. Although Jim desires sexual pleasure, more than anything he desires sexual 

awakening. At first, Jim asks Barbara to shave his genital area: an act which renders him 

completely helpless and physically infantile. “Clean as a baby’s bottom…” Barbara says 

once she finishes. In the next scene, Barbara agrees to pleasure Jim manually and orally. 

Subsequently, a newly awakened and emboldened Jim invites Barbara to his home where 

she allows him to bind her with rope, whip her, and perform various sadomasochistic acts 

upon her; although bound and unable to move, Barbara still maintains control of the 

situation and directs Jim. In a scene that recalls in reverse the “performance” of Gloria 

Saunders’ ravishment, Barbara and another woman practice bondage and oral sex for him 

to witness: not only does Barbara coordinate the entire event without his knowledge or 

permission, but she also forces Jim to surrender complete control making him tie himself 

to a chair a become a mere observer. Even though Jim believes himself to be a 

commanding sexual aggressor able to manipulate and coerce Barbara into sexual 

submission, Barbara maintains control of both herself and the sexual scenarios occurring; 

thus, by basing her actions on the socially accepted notion that women need sexual 

dominance, Jameson is actually able to re-structure this concept and assert women as 

powerful and controlling sexual participants.  

 The portrayal of women differs greatly in Behind the Green Door and The 

Masseuse; the only sexually-experienced woman in Behind the Green Door, the Matron, 
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exists only to usher Saunders through the process of sexual awakening and promises her 

that if she does not struggle and fight her male aggressors she will not be harmed and will 

not suffer. The Matron’s sole duty within the film is to deliver this speech; once she does, 

she is never seen again. In contrast, Barbara exists as a fully developed character 

throughout the entirety of The Masseuse; she has not only experience her sexual 

awakening, but she is such an empowered character that she is able to lead Jim into his 

own sexual awakening.  

The Fashionistas also presents two sexually-empowered women able to construct 

and direct their own sexual scenarios; however, Belladonna uses a much more aggressive 

mode of sexual conduct and behavior. Belladonna relies on model of female 

empowerment found throughout medieval literature; the sexually submissive woman 

dominates medieval sexual and religious iconography from Theophrastus to Boccaccio. 

Belladonna’s character, Jesse, empowers herself in ways very similar to The Patient 

Griselda in The Decameron, for example: she submits, endures and is stronger than any 

fantasy punishment dealt by any male antagonist. Thus, she proposes that through the 

acceptance of sexual and physical violence, women are also made more powerful 

participants in the equation simply because they are able to withstand such domination.  

Even though Jesse desires to be physically and sexually ravished, she chooses the 

sexual partner she desires ravishment from. As the film begins, Jesse is strongly attracted 

to Antonio; instead of simply waiting for him to take an interest in her, Jesse plants 

sexually explicit images of herself within his viewing material; thus, presenting herself as 

an object of sexual desire. Once Antonio takes notice of Jesse, she actively keeps herself 

hidden from him until he is overcome with desire and takes her by force. While Jesse is 
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being physically ravished, she remains in control of the situation: she chooses her object 

of sexual desire, baits him, and directs his sexual lust towards her. Thus, Jesse works as 

the more powerful and active sexual character within the scenario.  

 Belladonna often portrays women who are able to withstand unlimited domination 

and physical cruelty during sex and, thus posits that women become empowered through 

their ability to absorb violence and subjugation. The male sexual fantasy desires to 

dominate women and force them into sexual submission; however, if these possibilities 

are exhausted, the fantasy will be forced to readjust and redefine itself. For example, 

while Jesse’s character is physically ravished by Antonio, there are certain elements of 

self-realization, sexual awakening, and reduction of sexual agency which do not occur in 

the same manner that they occurred in Behind the Green Door. During the sexual actions, 

Jesse is repeatedly beaten, choked, and physically harmed; however, the fact that she can 

accept all of the physical harm and still find sexual release claims that she is stronger and 

more powerful than the sexual perpetrators who are acting upon her. The fact that she 

chooses Antonio asserts that she is already sexually awakened and realized; also, the fact 

that she takes these actions into her own hands claims that she is the one who possess 

sexual power and sexual agency. Thus, Belladonna actively works within a pre-

determined model of sexual behavior and, yet, she is able to subtly shift the paradigm so 

that, even though she is the one being sexually ravished, she has power over the situation 

and enough sexual agency to manifest the sexual acts and sexual partners which she 

desires.  
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Conclusion 

 In this project, I have discussed the discursive qualities of the pornographic film 

industry and examined three fundamental themes of sexual self-realization and power 

presented within pornography. Behind the Green Door examines the belief that sexual 

practices define character and identity and place a subject within a socially-regulated 

category of sexual behavior. Secondly, it explores the intricate connection between 

sexual pleasure and the creation of fantasy in an attempt to redefine previously posited 

notions of femininity. Finally, the film presents the inter-reliant natures of sexual power 

and sexual pleasure in which both submission and will co-create one another. The film 

begins with a model of sexuality which maintains women can not possess physical desire 

or sexual agency and critiques this model by presenting an entirely new fantasy in which 

Saunders’ ravishment readies her for a life of intimate, monogamous sex. Nearly forty 

years later, Jenna Jameson and Belladonna continue to explore and redefine the notion of 

feminine sexual behavior within the discursive mode of pornography. Jameson 

continuously presents herself as an experienced woman able to direct and control her 

sexual affairs; in contrast Belladonna continuously submits to physical abuse and sexual 

domination which exhaust the male fantasy and demands its alteration. 

Although Jameson’s and Belladonna’s portrayals of woman and female sexual behavior 

represent only two notions of sexuality within the medium of pornography, the continued 

and growing popularity of these women and their work demonstrates their impact on the 

development of sexual fantasy both within and outside of the industry. By presenting 

their ideals of femininity and the necessity of sexual pleasure within the discursive mode 
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of pornography, Jameson and Belladonna have effectively recreated the notion of 

femininity both within the pornographic medium as well as within society as a whole.  
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