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Interpreting the Data: Assessing Competing 
Claims in Pornography Research

Ronald Weitzer

Much of what has been written about pornography, and commercial sex 
generally, is grounded in a perspective that depicts all types of sex work as 
exploitative, violent, and perpetuating gender inequality. This “oppression 
paradigm” insists that exploitation and violence are not just variables but 
instead are central to the very essence of pornography, prostitution, and strip-
ping.1 I have argued that those who adopt the oppression paradigm substitute 
ideology for rigorous empirical analysis and that their one-dimensional argu-
ments are contradicted by a wealth of social science data that shows sex work 
to be much more variegated structurally and experientially.2 And the oppres-
sion paradigm is not just an arcane academic notion; it has been manifested 
in public policy and law enforcement regarding pornography, prostitution, 
and commercial stripping in many societies. Former presidential candidate 
Mitt Romney advocated fitting all new computers with a filter that would 
block Internet pornography, and there have been other recent abolitionist 
efforts worldwide. In February 2013, a parliamentary proposal in liberal Ice-
land sought to ban Internet pornography from the island; the measure failed 
but may be reintroduced (Iceland banned strip clubs in 2010 on the grounds 
that they violated women’s rights). In March 2013, a resolution introduced 
in the European Parliament would have banned “all forms of pornography” 
from the Internet and required Internet service providers to police their cus-
tomers. Introduced by a Dutch socialist party parliamentarian, this measure 
also failed. Efforts such as these show that, despite the ubiquity of porn on the 
Internet, the war over pornography is far from over.

CRITIQUES OF PORNOGRAPHY

Many of those who write about porn make no pretense of being fair and 
balanced. Several of these authors are staunch antiporn academics or activ-
ists and, given their strong views, it is no surprise that they excoriate por-
nography, see nothing positive in it, and offer sweeping generalizations in 
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order to condemn it. This lack of objectivity is revealed by Karen Boyle, 
who writes: “My antiporn politics drive what I think are the significant ques-
tions to be asked about/of pornography. These politics shape how I define 
pornography.”3 Following in the footsteps of Andrea Dworkin and Catharine 
MacKinnon, many of the writings of today’s generation of antiporn academ-
ics jettison scholarship in favor of a call to action: One writer calls upon 
male porn consumers to reject porn and “reclaim their own humanity,”4 and 
another states, “Precisely because porn has taken over the culture to such an 
extent it’s getting to the point where a lot of people have had enough.”5 For 
Gail Dines, pornography is a major reason why women are subordinated in 
society: “As long as we have porn, [women] will never be seen as full human 
beings deserving of all the rights that men have.”6

There are at least four striking features of the critical literature. The first 
is the claim that porn has powerful effects on men and women. According to 
Ann Russo, pornography “perpetuates sexual abuse and discrimination in the 
real world” because it legitimates “harassment and abuse as forms of sexual 
pleasure and entertainment”; she is unequivocal in her belief that porn func-
tions as “a method to motivate, orchestrate, justify, and guide sexual abuse 
and violence against women.”7

The second feature of the antiporn literature is that key terms are left 
undefined. Porn is said to be “degrading,” “dehumanizing,” and “body punish-
ing,” and consumers lack “empathy” with the (victimized) performers. Boyle 
claims that “the ‘extreme’ [in porn has] become increasingly mainstream.”8 
Nowhere are “mainstream” and “extreme” defined.

Third, the critics are quite skeptical of empirical research; they claim to 
know what porn is about, thus obviating the need for data on its content, 
usages, or effects. Boyle writes that “it is difficult to imagine how one could be 
‘objective’ about this.”9 Journalism scholar Robert Jensen expressly dismisses 
empirical research—“instead of being paralyzed by the limitations of social 
science”—and relies instead on his personal testimonials about porn and the 
distress it has caused him.10 Regarding the issue of evidence, philosopher Lori 
Watson boldly proclaims that “no amount of empirical data alone will settle 
the question as to how best to define and understand pornography.”11 One 
wonders: What is Watson’s alternative to empirical evidence?

Other writers, however, offer a type of evidence to support their antiporn 
position, and it is typically anecdotal: (1) quotations from some men and 
women who have viewed porn; (2) descriptions of some porn Web sites; (3) 
and accounts of scenes in pornographic videos. The sources are typically cho-
sen and presented selectively, not based on a systematic and rigorous sampling 
or analysis of a particular body of work. Yet the critics claim that their conclu-
sions are indeed based on typical material. Dines, for example, maintains that 
the materials she condemns “are all too representative of what is out there on 
the Internet and in mass-produced movies.”12 With so much porn available 
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today on the Internet and elsewhere, how could anyone know that what they 
have observed is representative of the universe? Another issue is the verac-
ity of even some of the antiporn writer’s anecdotal evidence. Dines quotes 
verbatim blocks of three to four sentences from students who spoke to her 
after a lecture, statements bracketed by quotation marks, without indicating 
how these statements were recorded. How can readers have confidence in the 
validity of these statements? Is Dines somehow able to remember verbatim 
student statements consisting of multiple sentences at a time? Are at least 
some of these quotations embellished or fabricated?

Fourth, critics say little about gay male porn, lesbian porn, alternative 
porn, women-made porn, and feminist porn—which, together, constitute a 
sizeable share of the market. The proliferation of these genres undermines 
grand generalizations about “porn.”13 But even if we focus exclusively on 
mainstream, heterosexual porn, most of critics’ claims ring hollow, as I dem-
onstrate below. Some of the most popular sites (xvideos.com, redtube.com, 
porntube.com, youporn.com) contain a very wide range of images and are 
hardly restricted to the images critics claim are the norm.

Missing from antiporn writings is any recognition of (1) porn’s immensely 
variegated content, (2) how those who make porn understand and experi-
ence their work, (3) how consumers decode and engage with porn in their 
everyday lives, or (4) the possibility that pornography might contribute 
to consumers’ sex education, enhance their sex lives, or catalyze greater 
mutuality in intimate relationships. Instead, porn critics homogenize porn 
(Boyle’s “the ‘extreme’ has become increasingly mainstream”), make cat-
egorical claims about it, and depict it as a monolithic behemoth that has no 
redeeming value. There is no consideration of the possibility that at least 
some porn challenges rather than reproduces conventional gendered power 
relations.

ASSESSING THE CONTENT OF PORNOGRAPHY

Some antiporn writers claim to have researched its content. However, it 
is no surprise that this allegedly empirical work is used to legitimate their 
antiporn politics. As an example, Robert Jensen and Gail Dines reviewed 14 
pornographic videos and 20 pornographic novels and concluded that they 
were demeaning toward women. Jensen and Dines provide no explanation of 
how they selected these items; they simultaneously concede that the materi-
als “cannot be said to be representative” and then claim that “our research 
and experience suggests that [these videos and novels] are typical” of main-
stream pornography.14 Based on this small unrepresentative sample, Jensen 
and Dines leap to the following conclusion: “We found that, as the feminist 
critique of pornography asserts, at the core of contemporary pornography 
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is contempt for women.”15 Notice how a small convenience sample is gen-
eralized to “contemporary pornography.” Similarly, philosopher Rebecca 
Whisnant claims that “hostile and humiliating acts against women are com-
monplace” in mainstream porn, where “aggression against women is the rule 
rather than the exception.”16 She bases these sweeping indictments on her 
review of Web site postings by individuals who discuss porn, rather than a 
content analysis of representations in actual porn materials. She acknowl-
edges that posters’ comments may not be representative of anything, but nev-
ertheless treats what they say as “rich” data. After quoting some of the entries, 
she concludes that the “contemporary pornography industry is a wasteland of 
lost and damaged humanity.”17

Some critics draw conclusions that are contradicted by their own find-
ings. While their studies can also be faulted on methodological grounds, 
what is particularly striking is the clash between these authors’ evidence and 
their analysis. Two examples of this follow. Meagan Tyler examined a unique 
source of data on the content of porn videos: the Editor’s Choice reviews of 
new videos, published in the industry’s premier magazine, Adult Video News. 
Tyler was interested in how highly regarded films are described to those work-
ing within the industry itself, and she was particularly interested in represen-
tations of violence against women. Of the 98 reviews she analyzed, the vast 
majority contained no descriptions of violence (one-quarter [N=24] did so). 
And, even more telling, the most serious types of violence were, on the 
whole, absent from these videos. None of the scenes described in the reviews 
involved kicking, biting, attempted or completed murder, dismemberment, 
or torture. Only one scene depicted hitting, mutilation, or use of a weapon; 
two involving kidnapping; and five involving fighting or a beating. The less 
serious and perhaps consensual acts of bondage, slapping, sadomasochism, 
spanking, and verbal aggression appeared in three to nine scenes. Thus, not 
only were most of the videos devoid of any descriptions of violence but most 
of the violence that was described in a small minority of scenes comprised the 
least serious types, at least some of which might be categorized as nonviolent 
if consensual or playful. Yet, Tyler concludes from her data that “extreme and 
violent pornography is permeating the industry,” while her own data point to 
the exact opposite conclusion.18

A similar problem colors a study by Ana Bridges.19 In a sample of 268 scenes 
in 50 top-selling or -renting videos during 2004–2005, Bridges reports that 88 
percent contained “physical aggression” toward women. But a closer look at 
the findings reveals that (similar to Tyler’s results) extreme violence (tor-
turing, punching, kicking, mutilating, threatening with or use of a weapon, 
murder) was either rare or nonexistent. No instances of murder, torture, muti-
lation, or threatening with a weapon were found, and almost none of the 
scenes (0.6 percent) depicted punching or kicking. More common were what 
Bridges describes as “more mild and playful” acts (pinching, biting, slapping, 
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spanking, hair pulling). In other words, these “mild and playful” acts make up 
the bulk of the 88 percent total of what she labels “aggressive” behavior, and 
the slapping/spanking category itself accounted for fully 77 percent of the total 
aggression. Importantly, only 12 percent of the “aggressive” acts were coded 
nonconsensual, which raises further questions about the validity of labeling 
them aggressive. Another important finding, underplayed by Bridges, was 
that the frequency of each of the serious acts of aggression was either identical 
to or had declined compared to a similar study’s findings a decade earlier, by 
sociologists Martin Barron and Michael Kimmel.20 Judging from these two 
studies, depictions of the most extreme types of aggression have not increased 
over time, raising questions about the claim made by some writers that porn 
has become increasingly violent in recent years.

Bridges is troubled by the symbolic messages she discerns in these videos. 
She argues that if “mild and playful” acts appear consensual they might send 
the message that people like such treatment and, for her, this is a problem 
because it “may result in greater intimacy difficulties” for viewers or, worse, 
they “may expect that these behaviors should feel erotic and arousing.”21 This 
is an intriguing argument but clearly reflects Bridges’ personal value judg-
ments regarding “proper” sexual behavior.

Older content analyses found that most pornography in videos and maga-
zines was nonviolent: The most sexually explicit or hard-core videos contained 
both the least violence and the most reciprocal, egalitarian behavior between 
the actors.22 Very few photos in Playboy and Penthouse magazines depicted 
violence, and such depictions decreased over time (1954–1983).23 These 
magazines were marketed to a fairly mainstream audience and thus sought to 
avoid alienating customers with content they might find objectionable.

With its ubiquity on the Internet today, it is impossible to determine how 
much violence, or any other behavior, exists in contemporary porn. But 
researchers can identify and examine the most popular materials based on 
records of sales, rentals, or downloads. One recent study in this vein is psy-
chologists Catherine Salmon and Amy Diamond’s content analysis of the 30 
top-selling/renting heterosexual porn DVDs and the 30 top-selling/renting 
gay male DVDs. The study sought to determine whether there were differ-
ences between the two genres, thus testing radical feminist assertions about 
the uniquely degrading treatment of women in heterosexual pornography. 
Salmon and Diamond surmise that if heterosexual porn is about male domi-
nance, it will feature more male than female initiation of sex, male sexual 
coercion of women, demeaning treatment (measured by male ejaculation on 
a woman’s face), violent acts against women, and “little or no cunnilingus 
and so less overall oral sex in heterosexual as opposed to homosexual porn.”24 
Using roughly comparable measures in the gay films, the researchers tested 
the notion that women are mistreated or subservient to men in heterosexual 
films.
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The findings are revealing. First, the frequency of oral sex did not differ 
between the two genres and, in the heterosexual films, cunnilingus occurred 
just as often as fellatio, an average of seven times per film (suggesting mutu-
ality of pleasure). Second, in heterosexual films female performers initiated 
sex just as often as their male counterparts. Third, antiporn writers claim 
that external ejaculation reflects male contempt for women. The study found 
that facial ejaculation was more frequent in the heterosexual films but that 
external ejaculation overall occurred more often in the gay films. Fourth, 
there were no significant differences in the amount of coercive sex in the two 
genres: it was “basically non-existent” in both. And fifth, aggression (slap-
ping, biting, scratching) was “quite infrequent” and did not differ statistically 
between the straight and gay films. The researchers concluded from their 
comparative analysis that the two genres were similar in most respects and 
that none of the differences “reflect an anti-female agenda.”25

THE PERFORMERS

Writings about those who perform in porn videos or who are depicted in 
photographs are usually anecdotal and often negative. As expected, what per-
formers say about their motives for entering the world of porn or about their 
experiences in this profession are dismissed or disparaged if they clash with 
the antiporn paradigm. Boyle is a case in point:

Whatever choices performers make about entering and staying in the 
industry, we need to ensure that we do not conflate those choices with 
desire or sexual subjectivity or let such choices (where they do exist) 
blind us to the physical and psychological toll of industrial sex. Because 
that is what commercial pornography is: it is industrial sex, and it uses 
(up) its constituent parts in a ruthlessly efficient way.26

This blatant denial of sex workers’ agency is replaced with Boyle’s crystal 
ball that tells her what is really happening in porn and that the perform-
ers’ own experiences are fictional unless they admit they have suffered the 
“toll of industrial sex.” Another reason for dismissing the voices of perform-
ers, according to Boyle, is because listening to them would “let men off the 
hook.”27 In other words, the views and lived experiences of the performers 
are basically irrelevant because what really matters is the perspective of the 
male consumer.

Dines imagines that there is a distinct category of “porn sex”: sex that 
is “debased, dehumanized, formulaic, and generic.” It differs from proper 
sex, which she defines as involving “empathy, tenderness, caring, affection” 
and “love, respect, or connection to another human being.” Porn is almost 
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universally “degrading,” “dehumanizing,” and violent, with female perform-
ers as victims and male performers as villains: “In porn the man makes hate 
to the woman, as each sex act is designed to deliver the maximum amount of 
degradation.”28 This portrayal of male performers’ motivations is astonishing 
not only for its sweeping nature but also because not a shred of evidence is 
offered to support it. It is not entirely clear what “making hate” to another 
person means, and how does Dines know that performers intend to deliver 
“maximum degradation?” Actual studies of male performers contradict Dines’ 
characterizations of them: They are motivated by the pursuit of money, fame, 
and opportunities for both sex and social networking.29

Antiporn writers make categorical claims about the female performers as 
well. Dines, for example, insists that (1) women in porn do not experience 
pleasure, (2) they “rarely” receive oral sex, (3) they are entirely devoid of 
agency, (4) they are forced to endure “punishing sex,” and (5) they are sim-
ply vehicles for men’s satisfaction.30 “Body-punishing” sex is now the norm, 
Dines says, meaning that it typically involves rough sex that is perceived 
as harmful to women’s bodies. To claim that all or most women in porn are 
devoid of agency, that they derive no pleasure during the sex acts, and that 
“body-punishing” sex is pervasive in porn are simply unsupported assertions. 
And it is stunning to read Dines’ mistaken claim that “we never see any kiss-
ing or touching in porn.”31 Taken together, these assertions suggest either 
that Dines has rather limited exposure to the tremendous variety of pornogra-
phy available or that she is simply distorting this material in order to support 
her antiporn campaign.

Recently, porn performers have been associated with another danger: sex 
trafficking. One version of this argument is that individuals are trafficked by 
force or deception into the porn industry, where they are compelled to engage 
in erotic photo-shoots or performances. This claim is made on several right-
wing Web sites and in some semi-scholarly publications. An example of the 
latter is a piece by Robert Peters, Laura Lederer, and Shane Kelly. After pre-
senting a handful of anecdotes, they conclude that trafficking for the purpose 
of producing porn is “far from trivial. . . . Women are trafficked into the 
production of hardcore pornography.”32 Much of their article fails to mention 
trafficking at all, and their conclusions about trafficking into pornography 
are out of all proportion to the few cases they describe. Another version of 
the porn-trafficking connection is more diffuse and essentialist. In an arti-
cle entitled “Pornography as Trafficking,” Catharine MacKinnon equates 
the distribution of pornography with the trafficking of persons depicted in 
pornography:

In the resulting materials, these people are then conveyed and sold for 
a buyer’s sexual use . . . Each time the pornography is commercially 
exchanged, the trafficking continues as the women and children in it 
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are transported and provided for sex, sold, and bought again. Doing all 
these things for the purpose of exploiting the prostitution of others—
which pornography intrinsically does—makes it trafficking in persons.33

The slippage between “materials,” “pornography,” “persons,” and “women 
and children” is striking in this formulation. Conflation is even more con-
spicuous in MacKinnon’s circular argument that “the pornography industry, 
in production, creates demand for prostitution, hence for trafficking, because 
it is itself a form of prostitution and trafficking.”34

During the Bush administration, antiprostitution scholars and activists 
learned that they could get a lot of mileage out of conflating trafficking and 
prostitution—catalyzing a new government crackdown on prostitution—and 
it appears that they are now trying to fuse trafficking with pornography for 
the same reason.35 Peters, Lederer, and Kelly advocate obscenity prosecutions 
of “the producers and distributors of adult pornography that possibly depicts 
performers who were trafficked into the production in cases where it would be 
difficult or nearly impossible to prove trafficking in court,” but arguably easier 
to convict them on obscenity charges. Such a crackdown “need not await the 
accumulation of additional research data and other evidence of the nexus 
between this material and prostitution and sex trafficking.”36 In other words, 
even though the “nexus” has not been established, prosecutions of producers 
and distributors of “all hardcore pornography” should be launched because 
some of the performers may “possibly” have been trafficked.37 It is important 
to note here that this article appeared in the journal of The Protection Proj-
ect (an influential and well-funded antitrafficking organization), that Robert 
Peters is the president of an influential antipornography group (Morality in 
Media), and that Laura Lederer is a long-time antiporn activist and former 
official in the U.S. State Department’s trafficking office—all suggesting that 
their views may resonate among American policy makers.

What we see here is a glaring disjunction between the claims made about 
those involved in the performance and production of pornography and data 
on their own lived experiences—which remain largely unresearched. An 
unknown number of people produce amateur porn or work independently of 
the major studios, and relatively little is known about them. We do know that 
approximately 1,200 to 1,500 performers are employed by 200 porn produc-
tion companies in the Los Angeles area,38 yet only a handful of researchers 
have interviewed porn actors, directors, or producers or conducted observa-
tions at film production sets. This means that the (usually negative) depictions 
of those involved in the pornography industry are rarely based on anything 
more than anecdotal tidbits. We do know that gender makes a world of differ-
ence, with female actors in heterosexual porn typically paid much more per 
film and having greater recognition and fame than their male counterparts. 
In-depth interviews with female performers—much like the male actors 

Comella_New Views on Pornography.indb   256 10/10/14   11:49 AM



Interpreting the Data: Assessing Competing Claims in Pornography Research 257

described above—reveal that their reasons for entering the business ranged 
from the obvious one of making money to the desire for varied sexual expe-
riences, the freedom and independence that such work afforded them, the 
opportunity for socializing and networking with like-minded people, and the 
pursuit of fame and celebrity status in the world of entertainment.39

Another recent study sheds light on the backgrounds and experiences of 
female porn actors in the United States. Researchers sought to determine 
if these performers fit into the popular “damaged goods” hypothesis—i.e., 
that they entered the world of pornography because they were psychologi-
cally less healthy or had more adverse life experiences than the general 
public, hence explaining why they gravitated toward a deviant lifestyle and 
involvement in pornography.40 A large sample of 177 female performers 
who work for porn companies were interviewed and compared to a matched 
sample of the female population. The findings were quite remarkable: The 
porn actresses were no more likely than the matched sample to report hav-
ing experienced childhood sexual abuse, contrary to the conventional 
stereotype; the two groups reported similar alcohol use but the actresses 
had tried a greater variety of drugs. Importantly, the actresses had higher 
scores on the quality-of-life measures of sexual satisfaction, spirituality, 
and social support networks; the authors relate the latter to their tendency 
to fraternize with coworkers more than out-group individuals. One of the 
major findings was that the actresses had higher self-esteem scores than did 
women in the matched sample. The authors suggest that this may be “asso-
ciated with heightened feelings of self-approval because they may be receiv-
ing reinforcement from management, coworkers, and fans.” In short, the 
study found little support for the damaged goods notion and concluded that 
the porn performers “appear more similar to women not employed as porn 
actresses than previously thought.”

CONSUMERS

Antiporn writers typically make two kinds of assertions about individuals 
who consume porn. First is the claim that porn has strong, unequivocal effects 
on viewers: (1) viewers are passive recipients who do not actively engage 
with and interpret messages and meanings and (2) ongoing exposure to porn 
turns male consumers into predatory beings. Jensen claims that “pornogra-
phy demands that men abandon empathy” for the female performers and 
“a world without empathy is a world without hope.”41 Without citing any 
evidence, Jensen insists that male consumers simply cannot watch porn and 
empathize with the women in porn: “Men would not be able to be aroused 
by such material if they routinely empathized with the female performers.”42 
Rejecting the notion that viewers are “sophisticated consumers who enjoy 
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porn for the playful fantasy it is,”43 Dines calls this a fiction created by the 
porn industry. Instead, males who consume porn become susceptible to a 
litany of harms: it “hijacks” and perverts their sexuality; “the stories seep 
into the very core of their sexual identity”; “the ability to keep porn women 
separate from the women they date is eroded”; men are “trained by the 
porn culture to see sex as disconnected from intimacy”; “porn trains men to 
become desensitized to women’s pain”; and it is “fantastical thinking that 
men can masturbate to porn images and walk away from them untouched 
by the misogyny.” Porn has a profoundly powerful and uniform effect on the 
audience, according to antiporn writers: it “leaves little room for multiple 
interpretations.”44

The second claim is the slippery slope: Men who watch porn become “desen-
sitized” and seek ever more extreme porn in order to satisfy themselves. Dines 
insists that “users need to eventually seek out more extreme acts as a way to 
keep them interested and stimulated . . . heightening the level of degradation 
is what keeps men interested in and aroused by porn.” Inevitably, it seems, 
men “end up masturbating to images that had previously disgusted them,” 
including bondage, violence, and child porn.45

Strangely, when confronted with counterevidence, some antiporn writers 
respond that the experiences of those who consume it do not matter, appar-
ently because the critics already know what the consumption experience is 
truly like. Watson is adamant that we should not bother with the perceptions 
of “those who have the most invested in the status quo, that is, the viewers 
and the actors,”46 and Boyle disparages efforts to understand consumers by 
pointing to the “danger of fetishing [sic] the porn enthusiast.”47

The third claim might be called matter over mind—that is, porn matter 
contains some intrinsic power to overwhelm and negate consumers’ cognitive 
or emotional engagement with it as well as their ability to view it as a fantasy 
distinguishable from real life. Instead, porn is presented as deterministically 
dictatorial. Antiporn writers tend to hold a rather crude and archaic view 
of the relationship between media representations and audience reception. 
Dines believes that the meaning of porn, all porn, is somehow inherent in 
it—hence, no need to ask consumers about their interpretations. She cites 
George Gerbner’s “cultivation thesis” in support of her view that there is a 
direct causal path (stimulusresponse) between the media’s depictions or 
“messages” and audience absorption of those messages. Hence, her frequent 
use of terminology such as “porn tells us,” porn “dictates” to us, “porn trains 
men,” and so on. Dines seems unaware that Gerbner later aligned with those 
scholars who argue that media content is actively interpreted and reinter-
preted by the audience.48 Only when there is a close fit between images in 
the media and an audience member’s pre-existing views or values do we see a 
potential impact on the audience—known as the “resonance thesis,” where 
exposure to media representations interact with and reinforce pre-existing 
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inclinations. Where this is not the case, exposure to images in the media is 
unlikely to affect attitudes or behavior, because audience members are agen-
tic in interpreting and engaging with those images and do so in a wide variety 
of ways.49 Dines, by contrast, insists that porn “leaves little room for multiple 
interpretations.”50

Antiporn writers have long insisted that exposure to pornography con-
tributes to hostility and violence against women because it breeds callousness 
and objectification. In laboratory experiments, exposure to violent acts or 
images, whether pornographic or not, sometimes has no effect and some-
times increases subjects’ levels of anxiety or aggression when tested after-
wards, whereas nonviolent pornography usually has no effect.51 But all such 
lab studies are fatally flawed: they rely on small, convenience samples of 
volunteers instead of representative samples; many subjects have previously 
been exposed to porn, thus likely warping the alleged “effects” of exposure 
in the laboratory vacuum; and the artificiality of the (laboratory) setting in 
which these studies are conducted is at odds with the viewers’ natural envi-
ronment. In the lab, viewers are not allowed to engage with porn in the way 
they would in their private lives, and some analysts point out that not being 
able to masturbate in the experimental setting may itself produce feelings of 
frustration that researchers then interpret as aggression toward women—the 
outcome measured in most of these studies. In a nutshell, the “poor analogues 
provided by laboratory research may tell us little or nothing about the rela-
tion of pornography and aggression in the real world.”52 It is thus remarkable 
that so many experimental studies have been conducted when the results are 
not only dubious but also likely distortive of the experience of consuming 
porn in the real world.

Similar evidentiary problems bedevil macro-level quantitative studies 
that purport to measure porn’s effects on the real-world treatment of women. 
These studies compare the availability of porn in a particular geographic area 
to official rates of violence against women—namely, (1) whether places with 
high availability of pornography (magazines, adult theaters, video rentals) 
have higher rates of sex crime than places where pornography is less available 
or (2) whether increased availability over time in a particular region increases 
rates of sexual offenses. Reviews of the literature conclude that macro-level 
associations between pornography and sexual aggression are mixed: Some 
studies find a relationship between availability and reported sex offending 
while other research documents a decline in sexual offenses with increased 
availability of pornography.53 But all such studies are inherently problematic 
because of their inability to control for all potentially relevant influences on 
male behavior. There is simply no way to confidently conclude that pornog-
raphy is responsible for rates of violence, particularly when it is unknown 
whether those who commit violence have viewed porn and, even if they have 
done so, whether porn or some other factor is the cause.
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The larger point is that it is virtually impossible to isolate the effects of the 
media in the context of other influences—including individuals’ demographic 
backgrounds and personality characteristics, socialization by family and peer 
groups, wider cultural influences, and so forth—and it would be impossible to 
include all possibly relevant influences in a statistical model for a comprehen-
sive test of the influence of media exposure. A major literature review con-
cluded that research has not demonstrated a link between media images—of 
any kind—and audience behavior: At best, media effects are “weak and affect 
only a small percentage of viewers.”54 What matters most is whether a person 
is socially predisposed to act, or “primed,” in a certain way—with preexist-
ing views reinforced by or resonating with new stimuli. Moreover, the causal 
direction may be the opposite of the one typically asserted (i.e., exposure to 
porn leads to aggression), as indicated in research that finds that men who 
score high on a sexual aggression scale are more likely to seek out sexually 
violent media and, in turn, have their pre-existing views reinforced by the 
latter.55 In short, most media scholars would be shocked at the simplistic 
claims of the antipornography writers.

Little research has been done on porn consumers in the real world. We 
do know that one-quarter of Americans reported in 2012 that they had seen 
an X-rated movie in the past year (a figure that has been stable in the Gen-
eral Social Survey over the past three decades).56 Twice as many men as 
women have done so (35 and 16 percent, respectively, in the 2012 survey), 
and young people are more likely than older age groups to have done so (44 
percent of 18–25-year-olds).57 The numbers would undoubtedly be higher 
if the question specified a broader array of porn than “an X-rated movie,” as 
some consumers may not define online video clips or webcam performances 
as movies.

The neglect of consumers (as opposed to lab subjects) is remarkable in 
light of the sweeping claims about pornography’s impact on them. Still, a 
few studies have shown that men and women decode and engage with sexu-
ally explicit materials in a wide variety of ways, which is exactly what media 
experts would predict.

In contrast to the charges of critics, young men in one study distanced 
themselves from the scenes they disliked in porn, did not try to emulate the 
male performers, and “asserted that sex in real life is something completely 
different” from porn films.58 Compared to men, women are less likely to view 
porn, are attracted to a smaller range of representations, and are more criti-
cal of it. Interviews and focus group research show that more women than 
men feel ambivalent about porn, dislike the portrayal of women in porn, 
and are concerned that male consumers might compare them unfavorably 
to models and actors.59 Yet other women find pornography to be entertain-
ing, stimulating, or educational. It is not unusual for women to view porn 
positively, especially younger generations. In a unique survey of 688 Danish 
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women and men aged 18 to 30, men reported significantly more positive 
effects of porn consumption than women but few women and men reported 
negative effects. Most perceived either neutral or positive effects on their 
sexual behavior, attitudes and knowledge regarding sex, and the overall 
quality of their lives. Moreover, for both men and women, the greater the 
amount of pornography consumed, the greater the perceived positive effects 
of exposure to porn.60 If these self-reports are valid, the researchers suggest 
that “pornography’s impact is relatively positive and that media and popular 
books’ reports of highly negative effects on consumers are exaggerated or 
unfounded.”61

A related study examined the degree to which exposure to pornography 
increased (1) normalization or the expansion of the boundaries of what peo-
ple consider acceptable sexual behavior and (2) empowerment or engage-
ment in a greater variety of sexual practices.62 The study, of 245 American 
college students, found that the greater the frequency of viewing porn, the 
more expansive was the range of what were considered appealing sex acts and 
the greater the normalization of acts that were previously considered odd or 
deviant. The positive statistical association between the frequency of viewing 
porn and the increased appeal of a variety of sexual practices did not differ 
by gender or sexual orientation. Moreover, in a subsequent qualitative study 
conducted by the same research team—using open-ended survey questions 
(N=73 students)—the researchers were “especially struck by the number of 
women who voiced a sense of empowerment that was attributed to their por-
nography viewing.”63

For some men, there is no question that exposure reinforces callous or 
sexist views of women, while others interpret and experience pornography 
in an opposite way. A major study by journalist David Loftus, based on in-
depth interviews with 150 men, documented abundant variation in con-
sumers’ tastes: some viewers prefer to see idealized bodies while others like 
realistic ones; likewise, some want plots and the appearance of “chemistry” 
between the performers while others like unadulterated sex. Loftus found 
that most of the men understood porn as being about fun, beauty, women’s 
pleasure, and female assertiveness and power. They did not like depictions 
of domination or aggression against women and were “specifically turned off 
by such behavior on the rare occasions they see it in pornography, and most 
haven’t even seen any.” Loftus concluded that is “important to male view-
ers that the women really do seem to be enjoying themselves, that they are 
utterly involved in the sex for their own pleasure too, and not just serving the 
interests of the male actors and onlookers.” They also recognized porn as a 
fantasy world quite different from the real world in terms of people’s behav-
ior and appearance. Rather than emulating male porn performers, the men 
interviewed by Loftus “usually did not like the men they saw in porn” and 
saw them as “unsuitable models for behavior.” And in stark contrast to the 
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slippery-slope argument, these men “have not sought ever more vivid, kinky, 
and violent pornography, but have either stuck with what they liked from the 
first, investigated wilder content and returned to what they preferred, or lost 
interest altogether.”64 Most of these men did not gravitate toward increas-
ingly extreme representations.

The men in the Loftus sample were largely contacted via the Internet 
and thus may be unrepresentative of the larger population, but the findings 
are consistent with another major study of consumers. Media scholars Alan 
McKee, Katherine Albury, and Catherine Lumby surveyed 1,023 male and 
female pornography consumers in Australia and conducted in-depth inter-
views with a subsample of 46 of them; subjects were accessed online and 
via a survey posted in an erotic magazine. Like Loftus, McKee et al. found 
variation in tastes, but a majority of respondents preferred to see realistic but 
attractive bodies; enthusiasm, enjoyment, and genuine “chemistry” between 
the performers; and about half thought that “good porn” had good production 
values. Other viewers prefer to see idealized bodies or straight, plotless sex. 
Some believe women hold the power in porn scenes while others take the 
opposite view.65

Three-quarters used porn alone, but 46 percent also did so with a partner. 
Over half of the respondents were currently in monogamous relationships 
and 58 percent described themselves as religious. The sample generally mir-
rored the Australian population, except that it was disproportionately male, 
reflecting the fact that men are more likely to view porn than are women. 
Two-thirds of the respondents said that they were happy with the porn they 
consume, 9 percent were unhappy, and one-quarter were neither happy nor 
unhappy. Sixty percent said that they had applied something they saw in 
porn to their real lives. When asked “What effect has pornography had on 
your attitudes towards sexuality?”, 57 percent selected “a positive effect,” 
7 percent “a negative effect,” and 35 percent “no effect at all.” Of the small 
number who felt porn had had a negative effect on them, 2 percent said 
it had catalyzed unrealistic sexual expectations; 2 percent felt porn had led 
them to objectify people; 0.5 percent had lost interest in sex outside porn; 
0.5 percent associated their porn use with a problem in a relationship; and 
0.5 percent felt that they were viewing porn too often. I would point out that 
these are some of the problems that antiporn writers claim to be pervasive, 
which the McKee study finds to be rather rare. The reported positive effects, 
however, were much more prevalent, and included enhanced sexual pleasure, 
greater education about sex, becoming more attentive to a partner’s pleasure, 
and becoming more open-minded about sex (trying different sexual positions, 
using sex toys).66 In short, the existing empirical evidence on real-world con-
sumers contradicts the antiporn paradigm’s sweeping generalizations about 
them and shatters  numerous popular stereotypes as well.
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CONCLUSION

People tend to hold strong views about pornography, including those 
who have never seen any, and attitudes are much less liberal in the United 
States than in some other Western nations.67 Yet, many who have been 
exposed to it, especially over time, appear from the evidence cited above 
to have at least some positive engagement with it. Pornography is far from 
monolithic, rendering vacuous any generalizations about its essential quali-
ties (what porn is “about”) or regarding its effects on consumers, on gender 
relations, or on the larger society (the so-called “pornification” of society). 
It is noteworthy that many of the most vocal critics of pornography are 
affiliated with universities and use their status as “scholars” or “experts” to 
perpetuate myths regarding all forms of sex work and to advocate for its 
abolition. It is clear that their antiporn goals overdetermine their claims 
regarding reality. Some of these individuals are unabashed in substituting 
their own ideology for research (e.g., Boyle, Jensen, Watkins) while others 
present at least some empirical material (Whisnant) but sometimes misrep-
resent their own findings in order to justify their critique of pornography 
(e.g., Bridges, Tyler). The same ideologically driven distortions are evident 
in some writings on prostitution and commercial stripping as well.68 Any 
sound sociological analysis of pornography would clash severely with the 
antiporn paradigm’s sweeping generalizations and many specific distortions, 
identified and critiqued in this essay.
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