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Chapter Two

Pornography Makes the Man

The Impact of Pornography as a Component of Gender
and Sexual Socialization

Matthew B. Ezzell

In the spring of 2013 I taught a course on the sociology of gender at James-
Madison University. As a class, we were discussing media and gender social-

ization, and, not surprisingly, the topic of pomography came up. I mentioned

to the class that 1 was interested in studying male pornography refiusers—

men who make a conscious choice, for any reason, not to consume pornogra-

phy. Without pause, one of the men in the class blurted out, “Good hick

finding them!” The class laughed.

The man’s joke and the ensuing laughter reflect existing patterns of por-
nography consumption among young men in the United States. Put simply,
the overwhelming majority of college age males are active consumers.! In’
my own research with an international team of scholars from the fields of
communication studies, psychology, and sociology, in fact, we found that
89.1 percent of young men in the United States are active consumers. Of that
group, 58.7 percent consume pomography weekly and 13.2 percent engage
in daily consumption, mostly (97.4 percent) via the Internet and almost ex-
clusively (99.5 percent) for free. Further, in a shift from previous research?
we found that almost half of our respondents (48.7 percent) had exposure to
pornography prior fo the age of thirteen. In this context, although men may
choose to consume pornography for any number of reasons (entertainment,
escape, release, revenge), it is clear that pornography is something more than
fantasy. It is, instead, real: the men and women used in its production are
real, the money traded in global commerce around it is real, the consumers
are real, and the impact that it has on those consumers—and on others in
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consumers’ lives—is real. At the most basic level, pornography is now a core
component of boys’ and young men’s gender and sexual socialization. How
can we make sense of it?

SEX, GENDER, PATRIARCHY, AND MANHOOD

One of the first questions asked of a pregnant woman is “Are you having a
boy or a girl?” Many expectant parents who have not “found out” the antici-
pated biological sex of the fetus have faced frustration and, sometimes, anger
from friends and family who wonder how they will buy a gift for the baby
shower. Such routine interactions highlight the centrality of sex and gender
as organizing principles of social life, the belief in two-and-only-two discrete
sexes, our cultural conflation of biological sex and cultural gendered iden-
tities, and the gendering processes that begin before a fetus has left the
womb,

To clarify terms often confused in dominant cultural discourse, when we
refer to “sex” we are typically referring to body markers/signs that we label
“female” and “male.” And, as noted, only two options are generally put
forward. But that is not all that occurs biologically in the human condition.
Biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling, in fact, argues that biological sex is not a
clear-cut and natural distinction in the human species, but a continuum of
difference: “While male and female stand on the extreme ends of a biological
continuum, there are many bodies . . . that evidently mix together anatomical
components conventionally attributed to both males and females.”? Sex, in
the way we typically think of it, is not a given. And yet we have created a
two-sex system that is enforced culturally and politically, and it is so deeply
woven into the fabric of our social world as to appear natural and inborn. It is
neither. We must uphold it through rituals of daily interaction, many of
which are taken for granted. My student’s joke in class, for example, can be
read as an interactional display of “manliness,” a way to place himself, as a
“man” in this system, in the category of pornography “user” and to also
reaffirm pornography consumption as a normative component of masculine
signification.

My student’s comment highlights one of the ways that we perform the
gendered “cultural conceits”4 of masculinity and femininity—expectations,
norms, and values associated with “being a man” or “being a woman”—that
are laid on top of the cultural construction of a male/female dichotomy.
Importantly, gender is not something that we are but something that we do.5
In that sense, our gendered identities must be achieved and maintained. It is
important to note, further, that gender is not a category of difference but a
category of inequality. To signify a gendered identity is to claim status within
an economy of power. “Being a man” carries more cultural weight than
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“being a woman.” Because they are culturally constructed, the hegemonic
ideals of masculinity and femininity shift across time and place, but within
the gendered economy of power masculinity is necessarily about dominance,
and femininity is necessarily subordinated in relation to it.§

We live in a patriarchy. Sociologist Allan G. Johnson argues that social
systems are patriarchal to the extent that they are male-dominated, male-
identified, and male-centered. ” This means that under patriarchy men tend to
be in positions of power and authority, what is seen as normative and valu-
able tends to be associated with men and masculinity, and the cultural focus
of attention tends to be on men and the things that men do. This does not
mean that every male in our society has equal access to the use of power over
women or feels powerful in his life. Many men do not feel powerful, in fact,
and many feel like failures as men because the cultural mandates of mascu-
linity are impossible to fully attain, This can be particularly difficult terrain
for boys to navigate. Violence prevention educator Paul Kivel summarizes
the constellation of meanings associated with modern patriarchal masculinity
as follows: “Be tough, be aggressive, don’t back down, don’t make mistakes,
be in control, take charge, have lots of [heterosexual] sex, have money, be
responsible, don’t show any feelings, and don’t cry.”® Although these mes-
sages are both impossible to fulfill and personally unhealthy, boys often
internalize them, as they come early and often. And the stakes are high as the
bounds of gender presentation and performance are policed in subtle and
overt ways, up to and including acts of physical and sexual violence.

Because patriarchal masculine ideals are impossible to fully achieve and
because of intersections of systems of privilege and oppression, many boys
and men cannot reap what sociologist R.W. Connell calls the full “patriarchal
dividend”—the advantages typically conferred on males in a patriarchal soci-
ety.” When men’s access to patriarchal advantages is threatened in some
way, or when their claim to a masculine self is discredited, they may resort to
displays of compensatory masculinity.!® That is, in an effort to make up for
their lack of access to the highest benefits and privileges of men in a patriar-
chal context, they may perform exaggerated “manhood acts”—acts that sig-
nify a masculine self and are “aimed at claiming privilege, eliciting defer-
ence, and resisting exploitation.”!! Men perform compensatory manhood
acts in many social settings. Some men with physical disabilities, for exam-
ple, may center their masculine identities on the control they exert over
others occupationally, while others may (over)emphasize their physical
strength, athleticism, or sexual prowess. 12 As one man with physical disabil-
ities put it: “I’ve overcompensated by trying to please my [sexual] partner
and leave little room to allow my partner to please me. . . . Some of my
greatest pleasure is exhausting my partner while having sex.”!? This example
highhghts the importance of (hetero)sexual prowess as a signifying act of
manhood under modern constructions of patriarchal masculinity. And within
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that fact we can glimpse one of the functions of pornography under patriar-
chy—it is both a means through which boys and young men are socialized to
understand what it means to “be a man” sexually and, through its consump-
tion, a signifying manhood act, a means through which boys and young men
enact an identity as a man.

PORN MAKES THE MAN

Pornography exposure for young boys today is, as noted, nearly ubiquitous.
In the absence of comprehensive sex and sexuality education in the schools
and in the absence of comprehensive and timely discussions about sex be-
tween parents and their children, pornography and other forms of sexualized
media function as the primary source of adolescents’ sex education.!* For
example, in our study my colleagues and I found that aithough 89.1 percent
of men are active pomography consumers, only 31.4 percent agreed or
strongly agreed that sex education at school was helpful to them in learning
about sex, and only 24.6 percent agreed or strongly agreed that sex education
at home was helpful. In this context, pornography serves as a powerful
source of information about sex, gender, and sexuality that is not mitigated
by alternate forms of sex education. What is the content of this education?

The overwhelming bulk of modern pornography is created by and for
heterosexual men. Of course, women and other populations of men also
consume pornography, but these groups have been under-researched and the
driving force of the industry, in terms of sales and production, remains fo-
cused on heterosexual men. !5 The content of pornographic media varies from
still images in magazines and websites to videos and films available on the
Internet or on DVDs. Still images are produced across a wide continuum:
glossy and “pretty” images of women by themselves in a range of poses and
engaged in a range of activities (standing in a field, bathing, penetrating
themselves, etc.) to images of women with other people engaged in a range
of activities (various sex acts, bondage, etc.). Despite the wide availability of
“tamer” fare, the driving force of the industry is increasingly “harsher” mate-
rial that is more explicitly degrading, aggressive, and violent. For example,
in content analysis of industry-identified top-selling videos, psychologist
Ana J. Bridges and her colleagues found that over 88 percent of scenes
involve acts of physical aggression (e.g., spanking, gagging, hair pulling,
choking, and slapping)—overwhelmingly against women—while over 48
percent involve verbal aggression, principally name calling (e.g., “bitch” or
“slut”).1¢ This highlights the ways that the mainstream pornography industry
is phallocratic—it typifies male power and dominance.

Exhibiting such a phallocratic orientation, Bridges and her colleagues
found that in the 88 percent of pormographic scenes involving overt physical
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aggression, over 95 percent of those aggressed against responded with neu-
trality or pleasure.!” Mainstream pornography, thus, constructs a particular
representation of masculinity tied to sexualized aggression and a representa-
tion of femininity tied to sexual subordination and (desired) victimization.
These representations are expressions of the hegemonic ideals of masculinity
and femininity under modern patriarchy and, given the early age of first
exposure and high rate of consumption among boys and young men, they can
be patticularly powerful in shaping boys and young men’s sense of self and
others.

As noted above, in our research my colleagues and I found that almost
half of our respondents had been exposed to pornography prior to the age of
thirteen. Research shows that a majority (70 percent) of these early exposures
are unintentional.!® Whether it is intentional or not, however, research also
demonstrates that children’s reactions to early exposure to sexualized media
are commonly negative: disgust, shock, embarrassment, anger, fear, and/or
sadness.!® Such early exposure may be to harsh or “extreme” material, and
the children may not have the cognitive skills or resources to critically en-
gage it. As an example, in 2012 I spoke with a small group of high
school-aged boys (fifteen to sixteen years old) about pornography and sexu-
ality. The group of boys did not know one another, but they had all seen the
same pornographic material because of the popularity of peer-to-peer file-
sharing networks and the common practice of sharing material via e-mail
and/or text messages with friends. 2 Although they had seen the same materi-
al and shared it with other friends, none of the boys had actually talked about
what they had seen with those friends or shared their feelings in response to
it. In our discussion, they described explicit acts of violence, bondage, scat-
fetishism (material centered around a sexualized focus on feces), and bestial-
ity, and they had no idea what to do with what they had seen. They had
encountered depictions of interactions that they could not imagine enjoying
themselves. But, because the women in the material had all responded with
pleasure, the boys were scared and perplexed. They asked, “Is that what girls
actually want?” “How could they like that?” “Are girls going to expect me to
do that to them?”

Despite the common experience of early negative reactions to pornogra-
phy, the majority (89.1 percent in my research) of boys and young men go on
to engage in active consumption. And regardless of the fact that boys and
young men may not purposefully seek out displays of sexualized violence
and aggression against women when they first become consumers, interview
data with consumers and content analysis of online forums suggest that expo-
sure to “harsher” content is difficult to avoid2! and that many men’s con-
sumption follows a pattern of desensitization and escalation such that they
actively look for more extreme material over time. 22 So, boys and young men
on the whole experience early exposure to pornography, go on to become
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regular and active consumers in large numbers, and tenfl to_se.ek out more
extreme material the longer they consume. Why and how is this important?

MEDIA MATTER®

What we consume on the page or the screen has implications for life off of }t.
The majority of social science research on pomography.has focused on its
effects, particularly on consumers’ attitudes and behaviors. 2}t}owevc%r, de-
bates are ongoing regarding the usefulness of effects researc]'n. E_xpenmen—
tal research, for example, may give us clues about the ways in which consu-
mers interact with media, but it has limitations. For exa.tgple, answers 1o
questions about attitudes toward women do not necessarily speal_c to the
enactment of any particular behaviors. Experiments a1§0 do not replicate 'fhe
conditions of consuming pornography as part of a d?,lly or weekly‘practlce
over the course of years. Further, experimental stgdles do 1-19t replicate the
ways that boys and men use pomographic material to facilitate masturba-
tion.25
Addressing some of these concerns, more recex}t research has begun to
question the ways that media translate into percepiions ‘olf realrfy, s:.ftltudes,
and behavior. This line of research springs out of “cogmtllve scripts .th.eory,
which posits that media influence attitudes and behavior by pro_\fldlng a
heuristic model outlining “what should or should not' be _happenmg, h_ow
people should or should not behave in response to vyhat isoris no,t,l’};appf:m.ng
and what the outcomes of a particular course of action should be. Bullduig
off of communications scholar and psychologist L. Rowel]f _Huesmann;
work on information processing, in addition to social cogn..mve theory,
cultivation analysis,?® uses and gratifications theory,?® media d.cpendency
theory,3 and priming theory,*! communicatioqs sc.holar Paul Wright devel-
oped a sexual script acquisition, activation, application (;A-M) model of §ex1;;
al socialization that explains how exposure to media can tmpact behavior.
Put simply, the ;AM model argues that media shape: our world\:u?w by cr-eat-
ing a readily accessible heuristic model (i.e., a script) i:or decision making.
This approach addresses some of the criticisn}s of previous ef:fects resea}rch
as it provides a model for the links between attltudes_and behaviors, theorizes
the impact of media consumption over time, and mcludes_ al}alyses of the
context and experience of media consumption on the potential impact of that
ia. .
mecéociologists John Gagnon and William Simon it_l 1?73 first theorized Fhe
“sexual script” as a core component of sexual sociahzatmr} that cou}d provide
a worldview that guides and shapes sexual decision rnaklr}g.33 This concep-
tion of the sexual script is similar to symbolic interactiom.st u{ldf:rstandmgs
of social life.* Using the dramaturgical metaphor of social life as theater,
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symbolic interactionists theorize that social life is played out by social actors
presenting selves and enacting roles on social stages in front of various
audiences. Scripts, in this conception, provide the guidelines for lines of
action in a given social context. Put simply, and in regard to sexual behavior,
scripts “tell us how to behave sexually.”35

According to Huesmann and as applied to pornography by Wright in his
;AM model, these sexual scripts must first be acquired (capture the attention
of the consumer) and activated (called to mind by the consumer in context)
before they are applied (used to gnide decision making). All three steps can
be moderated by other factors, including audience factors (e.g., gender, age,
motivations, existing sexual scripts, moral standards, media dependency, ap-
athy, forethought), content factors (e.g., arousal value, salience, prevalence,
rewards and punishments), accessibility factors (e.g., context, frequency and
duration of exposure, vividness), as well as situational factors (e.g., sexual
arousal, script-situation correspondence). Given the increased anonymity, ac-
cessibility, and affordability of online pornography, the barriers to acquisi-
tion are low. The prevalence and salience of pornographic sexual scripts, in
fact, make them almost impossible to avoid. More frequent use and con-
sumption patterns that develop over the course of years, particularly when
consumption involves cognitive and/or enactive rehearsal (i.e., masturbation
to orgasm), increases the likelihood of activation. Once the pornographic
sexual script is acquired and activated, particularly in the absence of mean-
ingful and alternative sexual scripts, it can be applied in real-world contexts.

In these ways, the ;AM model breaks down the effects process into three
components—the impact of media on acquisition of sexual scripts, the im-
pact of media on the activation of sexual scripts, and the impact of media on
the application of sexual scripts. Springing out of this model, and based on
his review of accumulated studies that address sexual behavior, Wright con-
cludes that sexualized media “almost certainly exert a causal influence on
youths’ sexual behavior.”3¢ To put this in other terms, the earlier boys and
men are exposed to pornography and the more they consume and the longer
that consumption takes place, in a context lacking effective or meaningful
alternative scripts for gender and sexuality, the more likely pornography will
directly shape the attitudes and behaviors of those boys and men.

In what ways can pornography shape the experiences and behaviors of
boys and men? Some researchers have found positive3? or neutral38 effects.
For example, in its function as a primary form of sex education for young
people, pornography can provide information about the human body and
sexual practices, thus increasing a sense of sexual competence and decreas-
ing a sense of sexual shame.3* But other research suggests that the impact of
pornography can be negative. In a thorough review of existing literature, for
example, sociologist Michael Flood notes that pornography consumption can
shift boys’ and men’s sexual practices and expectations, harm female part-
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ners’ sense of intimacy, encourage sexualized and sexually objectifying
understandings of girls and women, and intensify boys’ and young men’s
acceptance of and participation in sexual violence.*® As an example, Neil
Malamuth, Tamara Addison, and Mary Koss found that boys and men who
are predisposed to violence (i.e., boys and men who are impulsive, hostile to
women, and promiscuous) may seek out violent pornography which, in turn,
may increase their likelihood of engaging in sexually aggressive and control-
ling behavior.4! Other studies have found that boys and men who habitually
consume pornography are more likely to describe women in sexual terms; to
view women in stereotypical ways; to hold attitudes supportive of violence
against women, and/or to engage in acts of violence against women;#? that
pornography consumption is associated with having multiple sexual partners;
paying for sex;# and having lower levels of commitment in romantic rela-
tionships and higher likelihoods of infidelity;# and that consumers of para-
philic pornography (i.e., BDSM, fetishism, bestiality, and/or violent/coercive
pornography) are more likely to experience diminished overall sexual satis-
faction due to suppressed empathy for their sexual partners.

Interviews with consumers speak in concert with the empirical studies
mentioned above. Based on a nationally representative poll and in-depth
interviews, U.S, journalist Pamela Paul documented a range of self-identified
personal effects of pornography consumption.*6 Although some respondents
highlighted positive effects, many men spoke to negative effects as well,
including habituation and desensitization; an increased tendency to objectify
women in and outside of pornography; pushing sexual partners to try posi-
tions/practices seen in pornography; pressuring women to have sex; experi-
encing sex with partners as boring; dependence on pornography to facilitate
masturbation; dependence on mental images of pornography to maintain
erections during sex with a partner; and feelings of depression/lack of con-
trol. Echoing Paul’s work, therapists Wendy and Larry Maltz argue that
pornography consumption can negatively shape some users’ sexual desires
and practices, deaden libido and ability to perform sexually, and compromise
users’ ability to connect emotionally and sexually with partners. 47

My colleagues and I found empirical support for these arguments. For
example, we found that the more pornography a man watches, the more
likely he is to prefer and rely on pornography in order to obtain and maintain
sexual excitement and the more likely he is to bring pornography into sexual
relationships with a partner. In other words, we found that the more pornog-
raphy a man consumes, the more likely he is to prefer pornography to sex
with a pariner, the more likely he is to conjure images of pornography during
sex with a partner in order to maintain excitement, and the more likely he is
to replicate sex acts seen in pornography during sex with a partner. Further,
we found that the more pomography a man watches, the less likely he is to
enjoy sexually intimate behaviors {e.g., kissing and cuddling), the more like-
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ly he is t_o experience sexual anxiety (e.g., concerns over sexual performance
and penis size), and the more likely he is to sexually objectify women in
public. In slfort, pornography provides men a sexual script that shapes the
ways they view and enact their sexual selves, and the more pornography a
man consumes, the more he comes to depend on it for that enactment.

THE MALE CONSUMER, THE MALE CONSUMED

When men depend on pornography to obtain and maintain sexual excitement
even with a partner, and when men’s pornography consumption pushes therr;
toward derivative, nonrelational, and less intimate sexual practices, we can
see pornography not as sexual liberation but as sexual limitation, At the same
time, the pornography industry and the consumption of pornographic materi-
als reflect and represent hegemonic ideals of masculinity and male domi-
nance. In this way, we can see that, for men, pornography offers a collective
gain (beliefs in/enactment of male dominance) but exacts an individual cost
(decreased empathy and intimacy, dependence, anxiety).

Mep’s choices to consume pornography, as sociologist Jennifer A. John-
son points out, do not occur in a vacuum,_ 4% Instead, they are exercised within
thff context of intersecting systems of inequality, namely patriarchy and capi-
talism. Under the modern system of global corporate capitalism, many men
are.exp.loited (by other men) at work at the same time that male dominance is
maintained within the larger gender order. And even middle- and upper-class
men often experience a gulf between their socialized sense of entitlement to
sexual and material power and their own lived realities.® This demonstrates
what Johnson terms the “male paradox of power” in which many men per-
sonallj_( Jeel powerless (or, less powerful than they feel entitled to feel) at the
same tl'me that men are privileged as a class.5® The consumption of pornog-
raphy, in this context, functions as a compensatory manhood act because it
allows men across the economic spectrum micro-access to the performance
of the hegt?monic masculine ideal. A man may feel frustrated by the distance
between his sense of masculine entitlement to the patriarchal dividend—an
entltlemen? which is acquired, in part, through the consumption of pormogra-
phy to begin with—and the realities of life under global corporate capitalism
But the_ consumption of pornography also allows him 2 means through whicli
to. signify male dominance over women. As an example, sociologist Michael
Kimmel points out that the sexual mandate of hegemonic masculinity is
unattamnable, but many young men feel entitled to sex and frustrated by
women’s perceived control of access to it 5! Consuming pornography offers
a salve, a way to enact masculinity and “correct” the perceived challenge to

male dominance across the board. Consider the words of one college-aged
man:
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My friends and I share 2 membership [to a paid pornographic website] so we
can watch it together, It’s like they get all these girls who are like 19 or 20 and
they're just walking around town, going to the mall . . . and then these guys
offer ’em some money and they like are naked and sucking and fucking these
guys they don’t even know, and loving it, for like a couple of hundred bucks.
Un-fucking-believable. We’re all like “oh, bang that bitch!” and “fuck that
little ho.” And they’re like college girls! It’s like so cool. Why aren’t they like
that here in Amherst?52

The consumption of such material enables the men to express male domi-
nance, to enact identities as men, and to bond as men through their joint
consumption of an objectified, commoditized, and degraded female body. As
Kimmel notes, in the face of the perceived challenge to the men’s condi-
tioned sense of sexual entitlement, “watching these girls’ sexual humiliation
is a way to level the playing field just a little bit.”?

MORE THAN A MIND-SET

The impact of pornography goes beyond conditioned attitudes and depen-
dence. It affects real-world social interaction. As my colleagues and I found,
the more men consume pomography, the more likely they are to ask their
partners to watch pornography with them, the more likely they are to try sex
acts viewed in pornography, and the more likely they are to sexually objec-
tify women in public. As I argued in the opening to this chapter, pornography
is more than fantasy. It is real. It is implicated in real-world interactions
between people. This is true for consensual sexual relationships in addition to
instances of men’s violence against women.

Mainstream pornography reflects a patriarchal construction of mascylin-
ity tied to sexual aggression and dominance, but it is not the only reflection
of that construction. Indeed, reflections of patriarchal masculinity saturate
our cultural landscape. Yet, the media system, as I argued above, is particu-
larly powerful as a mechanism of gender and sexual socialization because of
its pervasive reach, because it is rarely mediated by effective alternative
scripts, and because it is pleasurable in form. Pornography, while pervasive
and more mainstreamed than ever, is not the cause of inequality or sexualized
aggression. If pornography were eradicated today there would still be men’s
violence against women tomorrow. It is more apt to consider pornography
and other forms of sexualized media as enabling conditions for real-world
acts of misogyny and sexual violence.>* In a world in which popular forms of
entertainment and de facto sex education center on male dominance and
sexualized depictions of violence and aggression by men against women, and
in which the underlying ideology of male dominance and the sexual narra-
tives that reflect it are pervasive and normative, it is more likely that women
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will be systematically targeted for acts of sexualized aggression by men.
Media, in this sense, both reflect and shape social reality. In other words,
although media systems emerge in the context of already existing social
realities and, thus, reflect those realities, they also function as agents of
socialization which act back on, and shape, those realities.

One of the ways that pornography is implicated in real-world examples of
men’s violence against women can be seen through interviews with survivors
of that violence. Some perpetrators use pornography to choreograph their
abuse and others use the abuse as an opportunity to make their own pornog-
raphy. For example, over 22 percent of the women in Martin Schwartz and
Walter DeKeseredy’s research on sexual assault in Canada reported being
upset by a partner’s attempts to imitate pornography in either consensual or
nonconsensual contexts.’ Of the women in Raquel Kennedy Bergen and
Kathleen Bogle’s survey of survivors seeking services from rape erisis cen-
ters who knew that their abuser consumed pornography, 40 percent said that
the pornography was part of the abuse, with 12 percent of the total sample
indicating that pornography was imitated during the abuse.5 And finally,
Diana Russell found that 32 percent of the respondents from a random sam-
ple of women in the San Francisco area who reported experiences of wife
rape had been asked/forced to pose for pornography as a component of their
abuse.>” Not every man who consumes pornography will enact such vio-
lence, and not every woman who experiences men’s violence can link her
experiences directly to pornography in these ways, but as Bergen and Bogle
conclude, it is clear that “pornography plays a role in the sexual violence
experienced by some women,” 58

Even when the links are not so immediately direct, we can see the traces
of pornographic ideologies surrounding gender, sex, and violence in other
examples of sexual interaction between men and women including explicit
acts of men’s violence. The Steubenville High School rape case is one such
example. In August 2012, boys fondled, urinated on, and raped an uncon-
scious sixteen-year-old girl at a series of parties over a six-hour period. The
perpetrators and other people at the party took pictures of these assaults and
posted the images and comments about the girl and the assaults on Twitter,
Facebook, and in text messages. The dismissal of the assault of an uncon-
scious girl and the victim blaming that occurred in the moments of the assault
and over the days, weeks, and months that followed was staggering in its
callousness.5 Two of the boys were ultimately found guilty of raping the
girl, but victim blaming persisted and public sympathy was often expressed
not for the victim—who received death threats following the verdicts'—but
for the boys who raped her. CNN correspondent Poppy Harlow, for example,
reflected that it was, “difficult, even for an outsider like [her], to watch what
happened as these two young men that had such promising futures, star
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football players, very good students, literally watched as they believed their
lives fell apart.”62

One of the aspects of this story that stands out is not that it happened, but
that it received national and international attention. How many other stories
of drug-facilitated and filmed sexual assaults take place that never receive
such public scrutiny? In 1988 journalist Robin Warshaw reported that al-
though one in four women had had experiences that met the legal definition
of rape, only 5 percent of them had reported those experiences to the po-
lice.®* Women reported that they did not come forward for a range of rea-
sons, including having a relationship with the assailant, having had prior
consensnal sexual interaction with the assailant, embarrassment over the de-
tails of the assault (sclf-blame), fear of being blamed by others, and fear of
not being believed. The Steubenville case may well not have resulted in
police reports either, had the assault not been photographed and shared
through social media. Regardless, such instances of men’s violence against
women, whether or not they receive public scrutiny, are all too common.

The sad truth is that rape is not an aberration of social norms. As journal-
ism and communications scholar Robert Jensen puts it, “Rape is illegal, but
the sexual ethic that underlies rape is woven into the fabric of the culture.”8

He goes on:

In the contemporary United States, men generally are trained in a variety of
ways to view sex as the acquisition of pleasure by the taking of women. Sex is
a sphere in which men are trained to se¢ themselves as naturally dominant and
women as naturally passive. Women are objectified and women's sexuality is
tumned into a commodity that can be bought and sold. Sex becomes sexy
because men are dominant and women are subordinate, 53
r
One of the mechanisms through which men are trained to view sex in these
ways is the consumption of pornography, not every now and again but habit-
ually and over the course of years. Consuming pornography delivers the
sexual script of patriarchy in which men’s sexual aggression is normalized
and celebrated. And although we cannot know for certain whether the assai-
lants in the case mentioned above were active consumers, it is telling that in
the process of assaulting the victim they documented the abuse with photo-
graphs and videos, essentially making their own pornography as a compo-
nent of the abuse. It is also telling that the boys posted evidence of these
crimes on social media outlets, displaying a gross misunderstanding of what
constitutes the legal crime of rape, a desensitization to the realities of men’s
violence against women and the humanity of the girl they assaulted, and a
normative understanding of men’s violence as an act of manhood under
patriarchy.
The assailants in these acts of violence seemingly saw nothing wrong
with what they bad done, at least during and immediately after the assaults. It
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was not until photos of the assault began spreading through social media that
Trer%t Mays, one of the assailants, began trying to orchestrate a cover-up. 6
Roblln Warshaw’s work further highlighted that although one in twelve men
admitted to engaging in behaviors that meet the legal definition of rape, 84
percent of those men said that what they did was “definitely not rape.”¢7 }iow
can we make sense of this?

The normalization of rape in our culture and the failure of many men {and
women) to “see” it clearly may relate back to the patriarchal and phallocratic
sexual scripts that saturate our cultural landscape and which predominate in
pornograph_y. When boys acquire, activate, and apply sexual scripts centered
on aggressive and predatory masculinity and subordinated and victimized
femininity, men’s violence against women can become the norm, the ex-
pected pattern of sexual interaction. Recall that Ana Bridges and her col-
leagut_as found that 95 percent of those aggressed against in top-selling porno-
gyaphm videos responded with neutrality or pleasure. Such “consensual de-
plct.lon of aggression,” they argue, runs the risk of “rendering true aggression
against women invisible.”6® In this context, a “no” stated directly or indirect-
ly may not_be heard as “no” and consent may be assumed a prioti. In the
pornographic sexual script, men are conditioned to get sex and to do things fo
women—as opposed to with them—and not to identify and reassess enthu-
:ia;:g;zg :lcl:.t;:e consent across the evolving and negotiated process of sexu-

The Pomographic sexual script that men are socialized to apply with
women is also visible in the phenomenon sometimes referred to as “gray
rape,” a sexual encounter between a man and a woman which does not
clearly meet the legal threshold for rape but which nonetheless is a violation
of I-:he woman’s desires aid personal boundaries.” It could refer to an inter-
action that was not overtly physically violent, a situation in which a woman
says no but the man refuses to stop pestering her until he wears her down, or
some other context that does not fit the dominant cultural narrative of “’és-
sault.” Journalist and blogger Meghan Murphy put it this way:

It’s muddy, yes. But we all know (or should know), that it isn’t ok. It’s what
happens to women. It’s & run of the mill experience for many of us in this
culture. Tt’s not something easily categorized as either “rape” or “consensual.”
:As many of us know all too well, there’s much more middle ground. And th:.it
‘lmdd.lg ground” is often disturbingly comparable to legal rape; but sometimes
more difficult to talk about or sort out in one’s mind. 71

ms i_s more than “bad sex.” It is a violation of personal space, corporal
integrity, and the moral authority to determine what happens to and with your

body. That it does not necessarily meet the le
gal threshold fi
assault does not lessen the violation: .
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We know when there is not consent and yet we can’t call it rape in a legal
sense. These experiences leave us vulnerable to being silenced, blamed, and
disbelieved. They leave us feeling unsure of ourselves. We ask ourselves what
happened — Was it rape? Was it “borderline assault”? Was it just a bad
experience that most women probably have? Should we have said “no” more
clearly? Loudly? Firmly?

Certainly it’s something more than just a “bad experience” or “bad sex.”
And ves, it’s muddy, but only because we live in a rape culture, where the
lines between consensual, nonconsensual, and legal rape are horribly
blurred.™

Pornography is part of the process in which those lines are blurred. It is not
the only part, to be sure, but it is a core component of the gender and sexual
socialization through which boys and young men learn to see and experience
themselves as men. It is part of how they learn to enact their manhood along
patriarchal lines. And it is part of the way that men’s violence against women
becomes normalized, commoditized, celebrated, and rendered invisible by its
very ubiquity.
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Chapter Three

Truth Claims about Porn
When Dogma and Data Collide

Shira Tarrant

F}Ill disclosure: What I am about to say takes on many sacred cows and
directly questions the work of several gifted feminist scholars. These schol-
ars are respected members of activist-intellectual communities. Several are
friends and_mentors, and one was my doctoral advisor. Writing this piece
means ruffling feathers and potentially creating conflict among those I like
?}lzliil?respect. Frankly, 1 wonder, is pornography important enough to risk
The answer is yes. The reason to write about this topic i

phy is at th‘e nexus of pleasure, danger, freedom, and sul%ugl;tit::tTp]g;n ‘:a.gtilt
for gender justice is, of unecessity, “a struggle also for freedom of expression
as a precursor to.s_elf-deﬁnition, visibility, and the other privileges that ac-”
company social .cmzenship.”] The arguments that pornography invokes mat-
ter a great deal in regard to liberty, justice, agency, self-definition, choice—
and, thus they also matter for social citizenship. Pornography is a: lightnin,

?:od-for these issues, each of which is central to political theory ende%
Justice, _and a free society. That is why pornography maiters. And tha:t igs wh;

I am writing about the collision of dogma and data in the current iteration ojt('
the sex wars. I anticipate the possibility of being misquoted in the service of
dggma. I hope, though, that I will be quoted accurately in the spirit of ope

dialogue. And, with that said, T begin. P

Rk

Antl—porno.gl'raphy femlmsts want to prevent harm to women. This is an im-
portant political objective. In pursuing this goal, anti-porn feminists turn to

L



