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the public to report potentially illegal online content. 
This initiative has been widely praised as an example 
of best practice self-regulation.51 ISPA UK believes that 
informal networks and intelligence sharing are key 
components of combating the production and online 
distribution of illegal content, and collaborates with 
other entities such as the Child Exploitation and Online 
Protection (CEOP) Centre that works across the UK and 
internationally to tackle child sex abuse. 

However, measures such as network level content 
blocking – when an ISP blocks access to a server 
not on its network – are worrying, as these are the 
same tools used by draconian regimes like China 
to block content. Thus freedom of speech on the 

51	 Ibid. 

internet once again is precariously dependent on 
the whims of the state and corporate entities, and 
the public can only hope that it is being used only 
to block images of child pornography and not on a 
wider scale. The IWF has also been criticised on the 
grounds that it does not represent civil society inter-
ests, and only focuses on issues of child pornography. 
ISPA UK does not intend to address any other kind 
of “harmful content” or issues connected to it, as it 
determines that such issues are about public order, 
decency and morality and thus left to the state 
to determine. Its objective right now is to ensure 
a reasonably effective self-regulation model that 
minimises the availability of illegal online content, 
especially images of child abuse.
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Conclusion: The line of control 52

Interventions in the content regulation debate 
that challenge the necessity of turning to the 
state and the law are obviously questioned firstly 
on the grounds of why the law is not enough to 
address the problem. Here we have examined the 
history of regulating expression/speech, and how 
it reveals that pornography and obscenity as cat-
egories have political and moral significance. In the 
contemporary world, sexual practices are policed 
and regulated in the name of controlling obscen-
ity, “public order”, “decency” and “morality”. As 
discussed already, this is also evident in the regula-
tory regimes of countries in the second and third 
world, including China, India and Malaysia. 

Nonetheless, it is not enough to point to the exist-
ence of loopholes in legal regulation, but also to 
point towards at least the genesis of options and 
alternatives to the law. Here we are not looking so 
much towards an alternative to the law, but rather 
towards turning away from an instrumentalist 
and constitutive notion of law, to regulation that 
is more organically formed from the practices of 
people. This could take the form of self-regulation 
within communities, or peer-to-peer monitoring 
practices that may be set up by the state or cor-
porate bodies but are not ultimately controlled 
by them. 

Though this may sound utopian, self-regulation 
might actually be the model that is most practical 
for the internet. Self-regulation manages to ad-
dress the multitude of concerns related to content 

52	 The Absent Traveller: Prakrit Love Poetry from the 
Gathasaptasati of Satavahana Hala. Translated by Arvind 
Krishna Mehrotra, 1991.

regulation: the freedom of expression, including 
sexual expression; disparate cultural standards and 
conflicting definitions in different jurisdictions; 
the technological hassles of controlling gateways 
and the political and administrative conundrums 
of controlling ISPs; the reality of cyber harassment 
and violence against women in cyberspace; and 
practices around sex and sexuality on the internet 
that cannot be contained within a heteronormative 
framework. Last but not least, it can help to nur-
ture and sustain the existence of spaces for fantasy 
and unruly desires to speak, perform and be.

Proud, aren’t you, to display the beauty 
streaks your husband painted on your 
breast. When I stood before mine, his hands 
lost all control over the line. 

One wife to another52

Everybody has a secret world inside of 
them. I mean everybody. All of the people 
in the whole world – no matter how 
dull and boring they are on the outside. 
Inside them they’ve all got unimaginable, 
magnificent, wonderful, stupid, amazing 
worlds. Not just one world. Hundreds of 
them, thousands maybe.

Neil Gaiman, Sandman
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