Tim,

A few further thoughts on your critical summary:

Paragraph 3:

Not sure of the association of ‘mere pornographic conception’ with ‘mere object’.  Dworkin’s claim is that women are instrumentalised, stereotyped, and fetishised; and that the combination of these three factors is distinctive enough to merit the name ‘objectification’.  If we ask ‘why objectification’ rather than some other name?’ I’m not sure what the answer would be.  (Consequently, I’m not sure whether ultimately there is an adequate rationale for the use of the term ‘objectification’ here, rather than some alternative.)  Nevertheless, Dworkin does seem to have isolated a recognisable syndrome, and her characterisation of it highlights some important and easily overlooked elements: the woman is treated as a thing, but is also expected to play a distinctive stereotyped role.  Typically, it is only in playing that role that she is an object of sexual interest for men.  Men instrumentalise her, but this instrumentalisation involves, not a denial of, but an occupation of, her subjectivity.  She is expected to successfully emulate, and identify with, the relevant stereotypes.  (The ‘fetishisation’ element seems to come in through the fetishisation of the role/stereotype – it is the stereotype that seems to possess a quasi-magical power.)

Paragraph 7:

My claim is that discrimination involves an inappropriate judgement of individuals, not that it is reducible to this.  So discrimination against women for example involves a denial of basic rights (e.g. to equality of opportunity in employment) premised on certain judgements about women, which - whether true or not – are inappropriate in the context.

Paragraphs 8-12:

I don’t take the view (and neither, for that matter does Dworkin, as far as I can tell) that all conceptualisations of others are objectifying.  The concern is with inappropriate or dishonest conceptualisations.  The problem is not that stereotypes or other conceptualisations are (inevitably) simplifications.  Rather, it’s that they are often distorted and/or constricting:  
Constriction comes in when we fail to take due account of the fact that what we (or the group to which we belong) have been in the past needn’t constrain what we might become in the future.  Arguably, constriction, thus understood, involves a variety of over-simplification.  However, it is not, in my view, reducible to an over-simplification.  Even a detailed and accurate self-conception can become constricting where it is allowed to obscure certain future possibilities.  An individual’s possibilities will depend both on what she is, and on her social and historical context.   And (1) no self-conception can accurately capture every aspect of the individual-in-context; (2) to the extent that the comprehensiveness or plausibility of our self-conception tends to blind us to aspects of the individual-in-context it may be actively constricting.  
Distortion comes in when a self-conception misrepresents what we are.  Talk of ‘misrepresentation’ might seem to belong to a realist model of self-knowledge.  But, of course, the world doesn’t itself supply us with the vocabulary in which we describe it.  Thus there are a host of judgements to be made in any given case as to whether:

(1) The relevant concept really is being correctly applied (even though its use in that context might conventionally be considered correct)
(2) The relevant concept has any legitimate application at all.  (The concept of race springs to mind as an example.)
It is quite conceivable then that a statement about oneself could involve what is in the final analysis a misapplication of the relevant concept (either because the concept can’t legitimately be applied in this context, or because the concept has no legitimate application), even though the statement is both conventionally true and scientifically useful. (I’ve suggested previously that this might apply to self-conceptions founded on notions of social class.)  This sort of concern can, I think, be captured by appeal to Nietzsche’s conception of honesty with respect to ourselves (it should be noted though that in many contexts Nietzsche was a big fan of scientific self-conceptions – particularly when they tend to puncture inflated anti-naturalist myths.)

Of course, it is possible to imagine a form of ‘realism’ on which ‘the way the world (and the self) is’ is the way the world and the self would be conceptualised given an ideal scientific vocabulary.  A true and comprehensive scientific self-description might not be distorting in this case.  However:

(1) The scientific vocabulary we currently have does not seem to be ideal.  

(2) It’s hard to imagine how we would arrive at such a vocabulary given our current starting point (or know when we had got there).

So, to summarise:

I think that in many practical contexts (i.e. those involving obviously inappropriate stereotyping) enquiring intelligently into whether a given self-conception is significantly inappropriate or ‘dishonest’ would be relatively straightforward.  And, given our epistemological limitations, I think a good deal of sense can be given to the idea that conventionally ‘true’ or ‘correct’ self-conceptions can also be inappropriate and dishonest, in some contexts at least. 
Peter

