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Abstract

The impacts of pornography are varied and complex. Performers are often thought to be victims of
abuse and exploitation, while viewers are regularly accused of becoming desensitized to sexual vio-
lence. Further, porn is held by some to perpetuate damaging racial and gender stereotypes. I contend
that these accusations, though not entirely baseless, are undermined for two reasons: they rest on
questionable empirical evidence and ignore many of the positive consequences porn may have. In
this article, I organize my analysis from the screen outward, critically examining the effects porn has
on performers, viewers, and wider society, and finding that in each domain it may have both positive
and negative outcomes. Following this, I evaluate porn as a form of Bakhtinian carnival and discuss
how online porn may offer a mode of resisting hegemonic cultural norms. On the whole, therefore,
I argue that the harmsattributed to porn have often been overgeneralized and exaggerated, and that
porn has a range of effects unable to be captured by a mere pro/anti dichotomy.

Overview

Research into pf)}n has focussed heavily on the effects of pornographic texts (Paasonen, 2014, p.
136; Segal, 1993, p. 5; Smith & Attwood, 2014, p. 7). Though studying porn within the so-called
‘effects paradigm’ (McNair, 2014, p. 161) is somewhat limiting, it nonetheless informs a central
topic of the pro-/anti-porn debate: whether pornographic texts are harmful (Attwood, 2002, p. 92;
2005, p. 67). Itis difficult - if not impossible — to precisely define what porn is (Segal, 1998, p. 45).
However, as Julia Long (2012) notes, “most people...are able to recognise it without a consensus on
a definition” (p. 58). This essay interrogates the effects of consensually produced and distributed
pornographic videos on adults. I examine the harms and benefits of porn on performers, viewers,
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and wider society in §1, §2, and §3, respectively, before presenting a case for online porn as a form
of Bakhtinian carnival in §4. I argue that the harms claimed by anti-porn theorists have often
been overgeneralised and exaggerated, but should not be dismissed entirely. Moreover, pro-porn
theorists have convincingly shown that in many cases, porn produces a variety of beneficial
consequences for individuals and society at large. In §5, therefore, I conclude that the pro-/
anti-porn dichotomy fails to capture the diverse effects of porn.

DPerformers

Many anti-porn theorists claim that female performers are frequently victims of exploitation and
abuse. Catharine MacKinnon (1993) argues that the porn industry “forces, threatens, blackmails,
pressures, tricks, and cajoles women” into producing degrading and violent content (p. 15).
Women who have escaped abusive homes may be especially vulnerable to the financial enticements
and emo-tional support offered by conniving porn producers (Russo, 1998, p. 24). The recent
documentary Hot Girls Wanted found that some aspiring porn actresses felt exploited by the
industry and strug-gled to reconcile their career with familial and romantic relationships (Bauer &
Gradus, 2015). Ma-terial depicted in the more extreme porn videos often involves aggressive acts
such as choking and slapping, though mainstream porn may also incorporate force, thereby
harming actresses in a direct physical manner (Dworkin, 2000, p. 29; Jones, 2016, p. 297). Further,
some scholars argue that porn performers are objectified and, therefore, stripped of their dignity
(Jensen & Dines, 1998, p. 66). Ariel Levy (2005) goes so far as to call women who ‘degrade’
themselves in this way “female chau-vinist pigs” (p. 93). Thus, actresses in porn may experience a
range of harms on both physical and psychological levels. /!

These claims hold little water, however. Classic anti-porn writers often rely on emotive rhetoric
over robust arguments when describing the harms experienced by performers. For instance, Andrea
Dworkin (1989) concludes Pornography: Men Possessing Women with the passage:

The boys are betting that their penises and fists and knives and fucks and rapes will turn us into what
they say we are—the compliant women of sex, the voracious cunts of pornography, the masochistic
sluts who resist because we really want more. (p. 224)

Dworkin creates a stark division between “the boys” and “us” to seduce readers onto her side, a
strategy complemented by the various arousing expletives. Elsewhere, she writes of pornography:
“It is women turned into subhumans, beaver, pussy, body parts, genitals exposed, buttocks,
breasts, mouths opened and throats penetrated, covered in semen, pissed on, shitted on, hung
from light fixtures, tortured, maimed, bleeding, dissmbowelled, killed” (Dworkin, 2000, p. 26).
This quote is followed by another 20 statements all beginning with “It is” (pp. 26-27). Such
repetition bombards readers with forceful rhetoric yet presents no justification for perceiving
porn in this way. Dworkin merely thrusts her points into her readers’ faces. MacKinnon (1993)
employs similar pathos, asking her audience to:
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Imagine.... your father holding you down and covering your mouth so another man can
make a horrible searing pain between your legs. When you are older, your husband ties you
to the bed and drips hot wax on your nipples and brings in other men to watch and makes
you smile through it. Your doctor will not give you drugs be has addicted you to unless you
suck his penis.... In this thousand years of silence, the camera is invented and pictures are
macdle of you while these things are being done. (pp. 3-4)

MacKinnon derives these “facts” from “years of confidential consultations” and two court cases (p.
113), which provides little verifiable evidence for why such experiences typify women’s involvement
in the porn industry. Lynne Segal (1998) astutely observes that such descriptions are themselves
somewhat pornographic (p. 56), and Drucilla Cornell (1991, as cited in Segal, 1998) even suggests
that MacKinnon “fucks her audiences” (p. 56). Other scholars argue that anti-porn analyses often
view female experiences through an ‘oppression paradigm’, seeing women as inherently victimised
and thus ignoring aspects that complicate this notion (DeVoss, 2002, p. 76; Paasonen, 2014, p. 137;
Weitzler, 2011, p. 666). The personal accounts described in Ann Russo’s (1998) qualitative research
(pp- 22-29) and Hot Girls Wanted fail to demonstrate widespread abuse in the industry; the plural
of anecdote is not data. Until more representative empirical research is conducted, the claim that
porn performers are frequently harmed is unwarranted.

Further complicating the anti-porn position, many performers express satisfaction with their in-
volvement in the industry. Though several actresses in Hot Girls Wanted to draw attention to
negative aspects of their profession, others claim-making porn gives them “a boost of confidence”
(37:35) and has other beneficial effects on their social and emotional wellbeing (Bauer & Gradus,
2015). Additionally, the proliferation of not-for-profit amateur porn suggests many women enjoy
displaying themselves performing sexual acts. This particular genre allows body types often excluded
from professional porn to gain representation alongside traditional videos (van Doorn, 2010, pp.
422-423) and the ranging aesthetics of amateur performers undermines the critique that “super-
natural beauty” is central to porn (Klein, 2006, p. 255). This does not negate the fact that many
porn actresses do experience harm, as some poignant narratives in Hot Girls Wanted demonstrate.
The assertion that porn is predominantly harmful to performers, however, remains unsubstantiated
since we do not have precise estimates for levels of maltreatment. Most probably, as Danielle De-
Voss (2002) argues, wotk in the porn industry can include both liberatory and exploitative elements
(p. 76). But amateur porn, especially, may allow women to take control of their representations and
demonstrate sexual agency.

Bonnie Ruberg (2014) problematises the “utopian fantasy” that free amateur porn is more ethical
than paid productions, arguing that its reliance on unpaid labour makes it morally suspect (p. 147).
People often struggle to recognise digital sexual labour as a legitimate form of labour due to its vir-
tual nature and the widespread misconception that it is too enjoyable to be regarded as work (p.
152). But, Ruberg argues, the production of amateur porn is labour in a very real sense, since “the
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currency that viewers trade in...is their time” (p. 149). Far from being “sexy, subversive anti-capital-
ists”, the women who have sufficient time and disposable income to make free porn are reliant on
the very economic system many see them as challenging (pp. 154-155). Ruberg contends that in-
dividuals who view free amateur porn due to an unease with paying for videos from an industry
perceived as exploitative fail to recognise that many other performers are reliant on financial com-
pensation for their labour (p. 154). Amateur porn, then, may limit discussions regarding fair com-
pensation for performers by promoting the view that sex work done for pleasure rather than profit
is somehow ethically superior.

Interestingly, Ruberg neglects to mention the many thousands of amateur actresses who upload
videos to sites such as Clips4Sale or ManyVids, where viewers pay for content at a price determined
by the performers. Moreover, the problems of digital labour identified are not unique to the porn
industry: many musicians upload songs to free venues such as SoundCloud and aspiring photogra-
phers regularly showcase their work on blogs and image hosting sites. Ruberg notes that companies
which manage amateur tube sites profit significantly through advertising (p. 156). Perhaps a fairer
way to distribute this revenue would be to allow performers the option of monetising their videos,
much in the way YouTube has done. At present, though, it is not obvious that women who produce
porn for free are harmed by their lack of financial compensation. Ruberg herself acknowledges such
a question cannot be answered definitively “without first polling the DIY-ers who make DIY porn:
do they feel exploited?” (p. 153). For many performers - though by no means all - making and shar-
ing free porn videos may be a mode of sexual expression which is rewarding in and of itself.

Viewers y
Viewers of porn and their romantic partilers also claim a number of sexually liberating effects. Mar-
tin Weinberg and colleagues (2010) found that for both men and women, viewing porn was asso-
ciated with feeling empowered and confident in their intimate relationships (p. 1394). The authors
discovered a positive correlation between the frequency of watching porn and the breadth of peo-
ple’s sexual repertoires in terms of what they found appealing (p. 1395). As one woman remarked,
“I have become more open, accepting, and interested in most sexual acts because of porn” (p. 1395).
This finding parallels Rachel Liberman’s (2015) observation that feminist porn viewers often claim
they watch porn “to explore and expose themselves to diverse sexual behaviour” (p. 184). Further-
more, Gert Hald and Neil Malamuth (2008) asked a sample of Danish young adults about self-
perceived effects of porn consumption. Both male and female participants claimed more positive
outcomes than negative ones in various areas of their lives, including sexual knowledge, feelings
about sexual activity, and perceptions of the opposite gender (p. 620). Many consumers, it seems,
believe that porn has widened their knowledge of sexual activities and improved aspects of their in-

timate relationships.

Critics argue that such a perspective is overly optimistic, however, and that many viewers interact
negatively with their romantic partners due to porn. Russo (1998) contends that men may use porn
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