The Sexualization of Harm in Contemporary Pornography

Pornography is defined here as “Sexually explicit material that objectifies and exploits its’ subjects (predominantly women and children) while eroticizing domination, degradation, and/or violence.”

The Federal Violence Against Women Act of 2005 states that “nearly 1/3 of American women report physical and sexual abuse by a husband or boyfriend at some point in their lives”. In Minnesota, a 2007 MN Department of Health study stated that sexual assault alone cost Minnesota nearly $8 billion in 2005.  In 2006 37,010 Minnesota women and children sought community advocacy services due to domestic abuse (76% of which were females over 13 years old) and 11,474 were provided emergency shelter. 

We understand that if we are going to end sexual and domestic violence we need to address the environment in which boys are growing into men (and boys) who abuse women (and girls). The overwhelming access to pornography and the mainstreaming of porn into legitimate businesses is one environmental condition we believe contributes to this wide spread use of violence against women, girls and boys.  In a 2007 report, “Analyzing the Pornographic Text: Charting and Mapping Pornography Through Content Analysis” , researchers Robert Woznitser, Ana Bridges, and Erica Scharrer detail their analysis of 50 films randomly selected from the top 250 grossing pornographic films of that year. Here is a quick summary of their results.

· 50 films – 304 scenes

· 3,376 different acts of verbal and physical abuse utilizing the Perpetrator Action Target (PAT) scale. (This scale counts as one act of aggression that which takes place when all three elements are present and unchanged. For example a man (P) slaps (A) a woman (T) 10 times. Because each element is unchanged this constitutes one act of aggression. If anyone of the three elements, P, A or T changes, another act of aggression is counted. For example, if another man (P) enters the scene and slaps (A) the same woman (T) three times, those acts are counted as one event. So in this example, the woman would have been slapped 13 times but the scale would have recorded it as two separate incidents only). 
· 11.5 acts of aggression per scene

· 0-128 acts per scene

· Aggression rewarded 68% of the time
· Neutral response to aggression 32% of the time
· Discouraged 0% of the time
· Positive sexual behavior represented just 10% of all actions
This research is the first to outline with specificity the extent to which violence and aggression is eroticized in pornography. Additional research is available connecting pornography use to an increase in aggression toward women and children. 

Impact on Individual Users

"The relationship between particularly sexually violent images in the media and subsequent aggression...is much stronger statistically than the relationship between smoking and lung cancer." 
--Researcher Edward Donnerstein
Researchers Elizabeth Oddone Paolucci, Mark Genuis, and Claudio Violato from the National Foundation for Family Research and Education, Universtiy of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta conducted the  “Meta-Analysis of the Published Research on the Effects of Pornography”. This analysis included 46 published studies, most of which were done in the United States and ranged in dates from 1962 to 1995. In their conclusion they state, “The results are clear and consistent; exposure to pornographic material puts one at increased risk for developing sexually deviant tendencies, committing sexual offenses, experiencing difficulties in one's intimate relationships, and accepting the rape myth. In order to promote a healthy and stable society, it is time that we attend to the culmination of sound empirical research”.

Ten years later, with the explosive accessibility of pornography on the internet, Jill Manning a Social Sciences Fellow in Domestic Policy for the Heritage Foundation testified about the impact of porn to the US Senate in November 2005. Some of her summary findings are expressed here. 

The Impact of Internet Pornography on Marriage and the Family

(Excerpted from November 2005 testimony to the Senate Subcommittee on the Constitution, Civil Rights and Property Rights Committee on Judiciary by Jill C. Manning, M.S., Social Science Fellow in Domestic Policy for the Heritage Foundation)

“Since the advent of the Internet, the pornography industry has profited from an unprecedented proximity to the home, work and school environments. Consequently, couples, families, and individuals of all ages are being impacted by pornography in new and often devastating ways.
...By eroticizing behaviors and values that are destabilizing to marriage, family, and the social good (e.g., rape, incest, child abuse, and bestiality), pornography becomes a powerful means through which maladaptive sexual behavior is normalized and learned...


Pornography consumption had a most powerful effect on evaluations of the desirability and viability of marriage. Endorsement of marriage as an essential institution dropped from 60.0% in the control groups to 38.8% in the treatment groups...

...the desire of females for offspring of their own kind...after consumption of pornography, shrank to one third of its normal strength…
In an attempt to present key findings in a fair manner, data regarding the benign and/or positive impact of Internet pornography on marriage and family were sought. While research exists to support children, adolescents, and adults having access to the Internet, no studies could be found regarding the positive impact of Internet pornography specifically.

An anti-pornography position does not represent an anti-sex view. Claiming these two perspectives are synonymous is viewed as a common tactic for avoiding the core issues related to pornography. Because pornography contains fraudulent messages that can misinform children, adolescents, and adults about human sexuality, an anti-pornography stance may be interpreted as an effort to defend healthy human sexuality, as well as accurate information regarding it...


Observations were made by [the 350 attendees of the November 2002 meeting of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers] polled with regard to why the Internet had played a role in divorces that year...56 percent of the divorce cases involved one party having an obsessive interest in pornographic websites...

The marital relationship is a logical point of impact to examine because it is the foundational family unit and a sexual union easily destabilized by sexual influences outside the marital contract. Moreover, research indicates the majority of Internet users are married and the majority seeking help for problematic sexual behaviour online are married, heterosexual males. The research indicates pornography consumption is associated with the following six trends, among others: 

1. Increased marital distress, and risk of separation and divorce, 

2. Decreased marital intimacy and sexual satisfaction, 

3. Infidelity 

4. Increased appetite for more graphic types of pornography and sexual activity associated with abusive, illegal or unsafe practices, 

5. Devaluation of monogamy, marriage and child rearing, 

6. An increasing number of people struggling with compulsive and addictive sexual behavior. 

These trends reflect a cluster of symptoms that undermine the foundation upon which successful marriages and families are established.

While the marital bond may be the most vulnerable relationship to Internet pornography, children and adolescents are the most vulnerable audience. When a child lives in a home where an adult is consuming pornography, he or she encounters the following four risks: 

1. Decreased parental time and attention 

2. Increased risk of encountering pornographic material 

3. Increased risk of parental separation and divorce and 

4. Increased risk of parental job loss and financial strain 

When a child or adolescent is directly exposed the following effects have been documented: 

1. Lasting negative or traumatic emotional responses, 

2. Earlier onset of first sexual intercourse, thereby increasing the risk of STD’s over the lifespan, 

3. The belief that superior sexual satisfaction is attainable without having affection for one’s partner, thereby reinforcing the commoditization of sex and the objectification of humans. 

4. The belief that being married or having a family are unattractive prospects; 

5. Increased risk for developing sexual compulsions and addictive behavior, 

6. Increased risk of exposure to incorrect information about human sexuality long before a minor is able to contextualize this information in ways an adult brain could. 

7. And, overestimating the prevalence of less common practices (e.g., group sex, bestiality, or sadomasochistic activity). 
The “second hand smoke” effect of pornograghy  is detailed in the 2006 report from Cambodia “AS IF THEY WERE WATCHING MY BODY”, Pornography And The Development Of Attitudes Towards Sex And Sexual Behaviour Among Cambodian Youth. Research Report Presented To World Vision Cambodia. By Dr. Graham Fordham, Phnom Penh, May 2006. In it, the author concludes, in part, that “Even though only a proportion of the children in a community may be directly exposed to hard-core pornography, that pornography affects all children in as much as the behaviour of children who have watched (or read) pornography changes—and this behaviour affects the other children in the community. Pornography is teaching male children violent and abusive sexual scripts, and teaching them that these are normative ways of being male and of relating sexually to women”.

Impact on Women and Children Used in Prostitution (Excerpted from “Prostitution and the Invisibility of Harm”,  Farley, M. (2003) Women & Therapy 26(3/4): 247-280).
In her 2003 article “Prostitution and the Invisibility of Harm”, Melissa Farley states, “A number of authors have documented and analyzed the sexual and physical violence which is the normative experience for women in prostitution, including Baldwin (1993, 1999), Barry (1979, 1995), Boyer, Chapman & Marshall (1993), Chesler (1993), Dworkin (1981; 1997, 2000), Farley, Baral, Kiremire & Sezgin(1998), Giobbe (1991, 1993), Hoigard & Finstad (1986), Hughes (1999), Hunter (1994), Jeffreys, (1997), Karim, Karim, Soldan & Zondi (1995), Leidholdt (1993), MacKinnon (1993, 1997), McKeganey & Barnard (1996), Miller (1995), Raymond (1998), Silbert & Pines (1982a, 1982b), Silbert, Pines & Lynch, 1982), Valera (1999), Vanwesenbeeck (1994),and Weisberg (1985). Silbert & Pines (1981, 1982b) reported that 70% of women suffered rape in prostitution, with 65% having been physically assaulted by customers, and 66% assaulted by pimps.
Prostituting adolescents grow up in neglectful, often violent families. Although not all sexually abused girls are recruited into prostitution, most of those in prostitution have a history of sexual abuse as children, usually by several people. Farley and Lynne (2000) reported that 88% of 40 women prostituting in Vancouver 12 had been sexually assaulted as children, by an average of five perpetrators. This latter statistic (those assaulted by an average of five perpetrators) did not include those who responded to the question “If there was unwanted sexual touching or sexual contact between you and an adult, how many people in all?” with “tons” or “I can’t count that high” or “I was too young to remember.” Sixty-three percent of those interviewed were First Nations women. One girl in prostitution said, We’ve all been molested. Over and over, and raped. We were all molested and sexually abused as children, don’t you know that? We ran to get away. They didn’t want us in the house anymore. We were thrown out, thrown away. We’ve been on the street since we were 12, 13, 14. (Boyer, Chapman & Marshall, 1993). Traumatic sexualization is the inappropriate conditioning of the child’s sexual responsiveness and the socialization of the child into faulty beliefs and assumptions about sexuality which leave her vulnerable to additional sexual exploitation (Browne and Finkelor, 1986). Traumatic sexualization is an essential component of the grooming process for subsequent prostitution.

After two decades of research on HIV, the World Health Organization noted that women’s primary risk factor for HIV is violence (Piot, 1999). Aral & Mann (1998) at the Centers for Disease Control, emphasized the importance of addressing 16 human rights issues in conjunction with STDs. They noted that since most women enter prostitution as a result of poverty, rape, infertility, or divorce, public health
programs must address the social factors which contribute to STD/HIV. Gender inequality in any culture normalizes sexual coercion, promoting domestic violence and prostitution, ultimately contributing to women’s likelihood of becoming HIVinfected. Kalichman, Kelly, Shaboltas & Granskaya (2000) and Kalichman, Williams, Cheery, Belcher & Nachimson (1998) noted the coincidence of the HIV

epidemic and domestic violence in Russia, Rwanda, and the USA. Chronic health problems result from physical abuse and neglect in childhood (Radomsky, 1995), from sexual assault (Golding, 1994), battering (Crowell & Burgess, 1996), untreated health problems, overwhelming stress and violence

(Friedman & Yehuda, 1995; Koss & Heslet, 1992; Southwick et al. 1995). Prostituted women suffer from all of these. Many of the chronic physical symptoms of women in prostitution were similar to the physical consequences of torture. The lethal nature of prostitution is suggested by a 1985 Canadian study which found that the death rate of those in prostitution was 40 times higher than that of the general

population (Special Committee on Pornography and Prostitution, 1985).
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