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Giventheepidemiclevelsof sexud violenceand
thewidespread availability of increasingly graphic
pornography inthe United States, itisnot surprising
that researchersand activists havetried to answer
the question of whether thereisaconnection be-
tween men’suse of pornography and sexua vio-
lence. Sincelega controlson sexually explicit
materia begantoloosen dramaticaly inthe 1970s
andtheissueattained anew visibility, avariety of
different methods have been used to try to answer
that question, or at |east provide cluesto theanswer.
After two decades of research, thereislittle consen-
sus, not only asto that answer but asto definitions
of terms, appropriate methods of investigation, or
even how to framethe question. Thisessay will
attempt to highlight the most rel evant aspectsof
these disputes and reach tentative conclusionsthat
can guide peopleworkinginthefield.

Definitions

Two termsoften used in common parlancefor
sexually explicit material — obscene and indecent
— have specific meaningsinthelaw. “ Obscenity” is
that category of sexual material that the courtshave
deemedto beoutsidefull protection of the First
Amendment and subject to regulation by the state.
Obscene material isdefined asthat which appealsto
theprurient interest in sex, depictssexua conductin
apatently offensive manner, and lacks serious
literary, artigtic, political, or scientific vaue (Miller v.
California, 1973). “Indecency” isatermfrom
broadcasting (radio and over-the-air television) that
definesan even broader category that can be
regulated — language or materia that, in context,
depictsor describes, interms patently offensiveas

measured by contemporary community broadcast
standardsfor the broadcast medium, sexual or
excretory organsor activities (Federal Communica
tionsCommission, 2004).

Theterm used most oftenin the public debate
over sexudly explicit materia is” pornography,”
whichisnot rooted inlaw and hasno commonly
accepted definition. Itissometimesused asa
generictermfor commercially produced sexualy
explicit books, magazines, movies, and Internet
sites, with adistinction commonly made between
soft-core (nudity with limited sexua activity that
doesnot include penetration) and hard-core
(graphicimagesof actual, not s mulated, sexual
activity including penetration). In other contextsthe
termisjuxtaposedto erotica, whichtypicaly is
defined asmaterial that depictssexual behaviorina
context of mutuaity and respect. Inthat dichotomy,
pornography isdefined asmateria depictingsexina
context of domination or degradation. In many
laboratory studiesof pornography’seffects, three
categoriesof pornography are created: overtly
violent; non-violent but degrading; and sexudly
explicit but neither violent nor degrading.

A separate category ischild pornography —
material that iseither madeusing childrenor, inthe
digital age, made through the use of technology that
makesit appear thesexua activity useschildren.
Theformer isillegal without question (New York v.
Ferber, 1982); the status of the second remains
uncertain but, for themoment, legal (Ashcroft v.
Free Spoeech Coalition, 2002).

Thelega statusof pornography using adults
dependsnot only on the nature of the material, but
a so onthecommunity and the politica climate.
Much of what issold in pornography shopsinthe
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United Statespotentialy fitsthe definition of obscen-
ity, but in most jurisdictions prosecutors choose not
toinitiate cases. The same obscenity lawsapply to
the genresof leshian or gay pornography. Those
genresraise specificissuesthat will not betaken up
here, and for theremainder of thisessay, “ pornogra-
phy” will beusedto refer to graphic, sexualy explicit
materid susing adultsengaged primarily in hetero-
sexual sex, which makesup the bulk of the market.

TheQuestion

If the question about the connection between
pornography and violenceisconstructed smplisti-
cally — “Doespornography causerape?’ — the
answer isclearly no. Since somemenwho use
pornography don'’ t rape, and some menwho rape
don't use pornography, pornography isneither a
necessary nor sufficient conditionfor rape. Thereis
no way to makeaconvincing claimthat pornogra-
phy is, asthelawyerssay, an“if not but for” cause
— “if not but for the use of pornography, thisman
would not haveraped.”

But if we ponder the question beyond smplistic
cause-and-effect models (which are not particularly
useful inexplaining any human behavior), wemight
ask, “Ispornography ever afactor that contributes
torape?’ That question recognizesthelimitsof the
human ability to understand complex behavior while
at the sametime opening up pathwaysfor deeper
understanding withinthoselimits.

Criticsof pornography do not arguethat por-
nography isever the soledirect causal agentin
sexud violence. No onearguesthat if pornography
disappeared that rape would disappear. Instead, the
discussion should be about thewaysinwhich
pornography might beimplicated in sexual violence
inthisculture. We understand that pornography
alonedoesn’t make men doit, but that pornography
ispart of aworldinwhichmendoit, and therefore
the production, content, and use of pornography are
important to understand inthe quest to diminate
sexud violence.

Thelndustry

Pornography inthe post-World War 11 erahas
changed from an underground bus nesswith exten-
sivetiesto organized crime, to aflourishingindustry
that operatesmore openly and includesmany small
producersand severa corporationswith substantial
assets. In 2002, morethan 11,000 new hard-core
video/DVD titleswerereleased (Adult Video News,
2002) and annual salesare estimated at $10 billion
or higher (Lane, 2000, p. xiv). Althoughitisnot the
focusof thisessay, onecrucia question about
pornography and violence concernsthe conditions
under which thewomen work in pornography. There
Isevidencethat force and coercion are sometimes
used to securewomen’sparticipation (Lovelace,
1980, 1986), but the contemporary mainstream/
corporateindustry hasno problem finding women
(and men) who arewilling to perform. Still, the
question of what effect theroutinesexud activity in
pornography (such asdouble-penetrations, inwhich
awomanispenetrated vaginaly and andly by two
men at the sametime) hasonwomenislargely
unexplored. Anecdotal evidence (Gittler, 1999)
combined with extrapolationsfromthe dataavailable
about womenin progtitution (Baldwin, 1989; Farley,
2003) suggeststhat psychological and physical
damageiscommon and that heavy al cohol and drug
useareroutine.

TheContent of Pornography

Anextensveanaysisof the content of contem-
porary pornography isbeyond the scope of this
essay, but someunderstanding isimportantin
evaluating the effects. My own studiesand reviews
of other examinations of content suggest therearea
few bas c themesin pornography: (1) All women at
al timeswant sex fromall men; (2) womenenjoy al
the sexual actsthat men perform or demand, and;
(3) any woman who doesnot at first realizethiscan
beeasily turned with alittleforce, thoughforceis
rarely necessary because most of thewomenin
pornography aretheimagined“ nymphomaniacs’
about whom many menfantasize.
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Contemporary pornography will make use of any
relationship of domination and subordination—a
power differential between peoplethat can be
sexualized and exploited. The primary domination/
subordination dynamic eroticized in pornography is,
of course, gender. Beyond that, there are specific
genresof pornography that trade on racist
stereotypes: the hypersexua black men, hot-
blooded L atinas, compliant Asanwomen. Thereis
pornography set on plantationswithdavesandin
Nazi concentration camps. Pornography ismade
usingwomenwith disabilities(Elman, 1997). There
isvirtualy no relationship of power and domination
onecanimaginethat hasnot been “ pornographized.”
Aspornography has become more acceptable,
bothlegaly and culturaly, theleve of brutaity
toward, and degradation of, women hasintensified
(Jensen, 2004). Asone pornography director put it,
“Peoplejust want it harder, harder, and harder ...
what areyou gonnado next?’ (Adult Video News,
2003, p. 60). Another director wasblunt in describ-
ing histask:
“[O]ne of thethingsabout today’ s porn and the
extreme market, the gonzo market, so many fans
want to see so much moreextreme stuff that I’ m
alwaystrying to figure out waysto do something
different. But it ssemseverybody wantsto seea
girl doing ad.p. (double penetration) now or a
gangbang. For certaingirls, that’sgreat, and |
liketo seethat for certain people, but alot of
fansare becoming alot more demanding about
wanting to seethemore extreme stuff. It's
definitely brought porn somewhere, but | don't
know whereit’sheaded fromthere” (p. 46).

These commentspoint to the problemin many
researchers’ creation of categoriessuch asviolent
versusnon-violent pornography. Aredoubleanals
(inwhich two men penetrateawoman andly at the
sametime) or gag-inducing oral sex (inwhichmen
try to presstheir penises so far downwomen’s
throat that they gag or vomit) violent or merely
degrading but non-violent?If virtualy al pornogra:
phy constructswomen as sexual objectsto be used
by men, isthere pornography that isn’'t denigrating?

Consumption and Effects

Virtualy al reviewsof theresearchonthe
potentia connectionsbetween pornography and
sexual violence suggest thereisevidencefor some
limited effectson male consumersbut noway to
reach definitive conclusions. If oneislooking for
direct causd linksinatraditional sciencemode, this
islikely to beapermanent assessment; itisdifficult
to imagineresearch methodsthat could provide
more compelling dataand conclusions. However, if
weexpand the scope of theinquiry, other insights
arepossible (Boyle, 2000).

Threebasictypesof studieshaveemergedinthe
search for an answer to the question about the
relationship between pornography and violence, two
of which arewithinthetraditional sciencemode and
of limited value. First, afew large-scale studieshave
investigated the correl ation of theavailability of
pornography to ratesof violence, with mixed results
(Kutchinsky, 1991; Jaffee & Strauss, 1987). The
complexity of confounding variablesand theimpre-
cision of measuresmake these studiesof extremely
limitedvaue.

Second, experimental studiesinthelaboratory
have been constructed to investigate directly the
question of causal links. A typical study might
expose groups of subjectsto different typesor levels
of sexually explicit material for comparisontoa
control group that viewsnon-sexua material.
Researcherslook for significant differences between
thegroupson ameasureof, for example, male
attitudestoward rape. From such controlled testing
— measuring the effect of an experimenta stimulus
(exposureto pornography) on adependent variable
(attitudestoward women or sex) inrandomly
sel ected groups—researchersmake claims, usually
tentative, about causal relationships.

Oneof themost thorough reviews of the experi-
mental literature by leading researchersinthefield
concluded, “if aperson hasrelatively aggressive
sexud inclinationsresulting from various persond
and/or cultural factors, some pornography exposure
may activate and reinforce associated coercive
tendenciesand behaviors’ (Malamuth, Addison, &
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K oss, 2000, p. 81). Theauthorsalso pointed out
that “ high pornography useisnot necessarily indica-
tiveof highrisk for sexua aggression” (p. 79).
Another large-scaleliteraturereview also concluded
that men predisposed toward violence are most
likely to show effectsfrom viewing pornography and
that men not predisposed areunlikely to show
effects (Seto, Maric, & Barbarre, 2001, p. 46).

Whilethisexperimenta work sometimesoffers
interesting hintsat how pornography worksinregard
tomen’ssexua behavior, it suffersfrom severa
seriousproblemsthat limititsvalue. Firg, the
measures of men’sattitudestoward women, such as
answersto questions about the appropriate punish-
ment for rapists, do not necessarily tell usanything
about men’swillingnessto rape. Men oftenview
their sexually aggressiveor violent behavior not as
aggression or violence but as*“just sex.” In other
words, men who rape often condemn rape, which
they see as something other men do (K oss, 1988).
Also, sexud behavior isacomplicated mix of
cognitive, emotional, and physical responses, and
theanswersone givesto asurvey may or may not
accurately reflect that mix.

Most important, theselab studiesalso are
incapable of measuring subtle effectsthat develop
over time. If viewing pornography devel opsattitudes
and shapesbehavior after repeated exposure, there
isho guaranteethat studies exposing peopletoa
small amount of pornography over ashort time can
accurately measure anything. For example, inone
study, the group exposed to what the researchers
caledthe“massive’ category of pornography
viewed six explicitly sexud eight-minutefilmsper
sessionfor six sessions, or atotal of four hoursand
48 minutesof materid (Zillmann & Bryant, 1982).
And, of course, nolab experiment canreplicatethe
common mal e practi ce of masturbating to pornogra-
phy, which no doubt influencestheway inwhich
men interpret and are affected by pornography.
Orgasmisapowerful physical and emotional
experiencethat iscentral to the pornographic
experience, yet thereisno ethical way that 1ab
studies can take thisinto account. Although most

criticsof the experimenta research caution that such
studiesmay overstate the effects, for thesereasonsit
isjust aslikely that theresearch underestimates
pornography’srolein promoting misogynistic
attitudesand behavior.

A third method of investigation— interviews
with menwho use pornography and aresexually
aggressive, andwomeninvolved inrelationshipswith
such men— does not hold out guarantees of
conclusivejudgmentsabout the effects of pornogra:
phy, but such work can help us achieve deeper
understanding. Itisespecialy important toinclude
the experiences of women, themain targets of
violence, who havecrucia insights(Bergen & Bogle,
2000). What welearn from thetestimony of women
and men whose lives have been affected by pornog-
raphy ishow themateria isimplicated in violence
against women and how it can perpetuate, reinforce,
and be part of awider system of woman hating.
Rather than asking whether pornography causes
rape, we can ask how pornography helps make
rapeinviting.

Based both on the lab research and such
interviews, DianaRussdl| hasargued that pornogra-
phy isacausa factor intheway that it can: (1)
predispose somemalesto desirerapeor intensify
thisdesire; (2) underminesomemales’ internal
inhibitionsagaingt acting out rapedesires; (3)
underminesomemales’ socid inhibitionsagainst
acting out rape desires; and (4) undermine some
potentia victims' abilitiestoavoid or resist rape
(Russell, 1998, p. 121).

Evenwithout making claimsthat strong, the
public testimony of women (MacKinnon &
Dwaorkin, 1997), my interviewswith pornography
usersand sex offenders, and various other research-
ers work, haveled meto concludethat pornogra-
phy can: (1) beanimportant factor in shapinga
male-dominant view of sexudity; (2) beusedto
initiatevictimsand break down their resistanceto
unwanted sexual activity; (3) contributeto auser’s
difficulty in separating sexua fantasy andredlity; and
(4) provideatraining manua for abusers(Dines&
Jensen, 2004). Consider thefollowing reportsand
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what they tell usabout therelationship between therewhilel wasabusing her, you know, that
pornography and behavior: wouldn't have been very exciting for me. You

From awomaninvolvedin street prostitution,
who reported that when onejohn exploded at
her hesaid: “1 know all about you bitches,

you' renodifferent; you'relikeall of them. |
seenitinall themovies. You love being beaten.
[Hethen began punchingthevictimviolently.] |
just seenitagaininthat flick. He beat the shit out
of her whileheraped her and shetold him she
lovedit; youknow youloveit; tell meyoulove
it” (Silbert & Pines, 1984, p. 864).

From awoman, interviewed in astudy of sexual
assault: “My husband enjoyspornographic
movies. Hetriesto get meto do thingshefinds
excitingin movies. They includetwosomesand
threesomes. | dwaysrefuse. Also, | wasaways
upset with hisideasabout putting objectsin my
vagina, until | learned thisisnot asdeviant asl
used to think. He used to forceme or put
whatever heenjoyed into me” (Russall, 1980, p.
226).

Andfrom threedifferent meninmy study who

had been convicted of sex offenses (Dines, Jensen,
& Russo, 1998):

From a34-year-old man who had raped
women and sexually abused girls: “ Therewasa
lot of oral sex that | wanted her to perform on
me. Therewere, like, waysthat would enticeit
inthemovies, and | tried to usethat on her, and
itwouldn’t work. Sometimes|’ d get frustrated,
andthat’swhen| started hitting her. ... 1 useda
lot of force, alot of direct demands, that inthe
movieswomen would just cooperate. And |
would demand stuff from her. Andif shedidn’t,
I’ d start dlapping her around” (p. 124).

From a41-year-old man who had sexually
abused hisstepdaughter: “Infact, when1’d be
abusing my daughter, I’ d be thinking about some
women | saw inavideo. Becauseif | wasto
open my eyesand see my stepdaughter laying

know, that would bring me back to the painful
redlity that I'machild molester, wherel’ minthis
redity of I'mmakingloveor having intercourse
withthisbeautiful woman fromthevideo. The
video didn’t even comeinto my mind. It wasjust
thisbeautiful person who had abeautiful body,
and shewaswilling to do anything | asked” (p.
126).

From a24-year-old man who had sexually
abused young girlswhileworking asaschool
busdriver: “When | was masturbating to these
pornography things, | would think about certain
girls| had seen onthe busor ones| had sold
drugsto, and | would think as| waslooking at
these picturesin these books, what would it be
liketo havethisgirl or whoever doing this, what
I"mthinking about. ... Just masturbating to the
thought wasn't getting it for meanymore. |
actually hadto beapart of it, or actually had to
do something about it. ... Like sometimes after
I’d seelikeacertainload of kidswould get off
thebus, I’d pick out acoupleand I’d watch
them or stop and look at themirror and stare at
them and stuff likethat. | would think, later onin
theday, I’ d masturbate to some pornography,
I’djust usethat picturekind of asamentd, it's
kind of ascenery or whatever, and I’ d put inmy
mind I’ d put mysealf and whoever at thetimel
wasthinking about, inthat picture” (p. 128-
129).

Implicationsfor Policiesand Practice

Debates about pornography up until thelate
1970swere dominated by moral and legal argu-
mentsmadeinaframework that pitted religious
conservativeswho support traditional sexua mores
againg libera defendersof sexua freedom. The
feminist critique of pornography, growing out of the
anti-rape and anti-violence movement, rejected that
dichotomy and introduced aharm-based, civil-rights
approach to the question (Dworkin, 1988;
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MacKinnon, 1987). Rooted intherea -world
experiencesof women sharing storiesthrough a
grassroots movement, thefeminist critiquehigh-
lighted pornography’ sharmsto thewomen and
children:
(1) used inthe production of pornography;
(2) who have pornography forced on them,
(3) who are sexually assaulted by menwho use
pornography; and
(4 livinginacultureinwhich pornography rein-
forcesand sexualizeswomen's subordinate status.
From thisperspective, instead of focusing
exclusively on narrow questionsof causation, we
can seethat pornography’simpactsonthelivesof all
women and children— and especially thosewho
have experienced violenceand sexud violation—
can beimportant. For example, if awoman israped
by aman sheisdatingwho hasin the past tried to
force her to use pornography with him, the question
of whether or not hispornography consumptionwas
acausal factor intherape may not bethemost
important issue. Instead, it would beimportant to
examine how pornography was one component of a
pattern of abuseintherelationship. Thissuggests
that advocatesin domestic and sexual violencework
should ask survivorsabout therole of pornography
inthe abuse perpetrated against them.
Whileboyshavelong found waysto obtain
pornography eventhoughitisillega to sdll such
material to minors, their accessto hard-core por-
nography intheageof theInternet and VCR/DVD
player hasbecome steadily easier. And at the same
timethat pornography hasbecomemore main-
stream, the mainstream mediahave becomemore
pornographic. So, not only are men exposed to
more— and more extreme— pornography at
younger ages, but so aregirls, with effectsontheir
conception of their own sexudlity.
Itisalsoimportant to recognizethat pornogra-
phy isbut one aspect of ahuge sex industry, which
includesnot only mass-mediasex but phone sex,
strip clubs, massage parl ors, escort services, street
prostitution, and sex tourism. And sexuality —
especialy women'ssexuality — isused inincreas-
ingly moreexplicit waysto sdll productsof al kinds

inadvertising and marketing. Thisleadsto what may
bethemost crucia question about pornography:
Wheat kind of humanfeding, empathy, and intimate
connectionsare possibleinaworldinwhich bodies
areused soroutinely inthe processof selling and
asoarefor salevirtudly everywhereweturn? The
implicationsof that are potentialy dramatic, not only
intherealm of sexua and domestic violence, but
alsointhoseareasof our livesthat wewant to
believe are untouched by the domination/submission
dynamic of patriarchy (Jensen, 1997). Pornography
isimportant not only for the specific effectsit hason
anindividua man’sbehavior, but foritsrolein
shaping our conceptions of the body, gender,
sexudity, andintimacy.

Peoplewho raisecritical questionsabout
pornography and the sex industry often areaccused
of being prudish, anti-sex, or repressive, but just the
oppositeistrue. Such questionsarecrucia not only
to thestruggleto end sexua and domestic violence,
but also to thetask of building ahealthy sexua
culture. Activistsinthe anti-violence and anti-
pornography movements have been at theforefront
of that task.
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In Brief:
Pornography and Sexual Violence

Commercial pornography inthe United Statesisat the sametimeincreasingly morenormalized and
moredenigrating to women. Thereisunderstandabl einterest in the question about the connection between
pornography and sexual violence. Rather than asking * does pornography causerape?’ wewould be better
served by investigating whether pornography isever afactor that contributesto rape. In other words, Is
pornography implicated in sexual violence in this culture?

Therearelimitstowhat research cantell usabout the complex interactions of mass mediaand human
behavior. But from both |aboratory research and the narratives of men and women, itisnot controversia to
arguethat pornography can: (1) beanimportant factor in shaping amale-dominant view of sexuality; (2) be
usedtoinitiatevictimsand break down their resistanceto unwanted sexual activity; (3) contributetoauser’s
difficulty in separating sexua fantasy and redlity; and (4) provideatraining manua for abusers.

These conclusionsprovide support for thefeminist critique of pornography that emergedinthe 1970s
and‘ 80s, which highlighted pornography’sharmsto thewomen and children: (1) used inthe production of
pornography; (2) who have pornography forced on them; (3) who are sexually assaulted by menwho use
pornography; and (4) living inaculturein which pornography reinforcesand sexuaizeswomen's
subordinate status.

Peoplewho raisecritical questionsabout pornography and the sex industry often are accused of being
prudish, anti-sex, or repressive, but just the oppositeistrue. Such questionsare crucia not only tothe
struggleto end sexua and domestic violence, but al so to thetask of building ahealthy sexua culture. Activ-
istsin theanti-violence and anti-pornography movements have been at theforefront of that task.

In Brief: Pornography and Sexual Violence (July 2004) www.vawnet.org

*The production and dissemination of this publication was supported by Cooperative Agreement Number U1V/CCU324010-02 from
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official views of the CDC, VAWNnet, or the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
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