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Pornography has been around for as long as man has been able to depict women in sexual acts.  

Women have been negotiating their relationship with porn and the men who use it for just as long.  

When our grandparents were young, pornography was something kept “on the down low”; you were 

not necessarily embarrassed about porn, but you certainly did not want others to know about your 

habit.  Thanks to the Internet, however, pornography is now part of pop culture and so easy to find that 

children have often already discovered their father’s favorite websites long before he gives them a copy 

of Playboy magazine.   

As a result, we now have 12-step programs for pornography addictions, children are having 

more sex that is meaningless at younger ages, and our perceptions of women are continually changing.  

Moreover, women’s perceptions of themselves are changing.   Women whose partners are heavy porn 

users report feelings of lower self-esteem and loving their partner less.  Recent research shows that 

these feelings are more likely to occur in women who are married as opposed to dating, though it is 

important to consider these ideas when discussing the effect that pornography has on real life women.  

In this paper, I will examine the way pornography is changing the way we think of ourselves as women, 

the way men think of women, and the damage pornography can do to our children. 

Before a serious discussion of pornography can begin, it is important to differentiate between 

the two different types of pornography referred to both throughout this paper and throughout the 



literature on the subject.  Often, a distinction is created between “pornography” and “erotica,” the 

former being geared towards men and the latter supposedly more woman-friendly.   

In October 2004, Diana Russell posted a blog on the Media Watch website, directly addressing 

this topic and the difficulty in setting concrete definitions for both terms.  According to Russell, 

pornography is “material that combines sex and/or the exposure of genitals with abuse or degradation 

in a manner that appears to endorse, condone, or encourage such behavior” (2004). 

On the other hand, “erotica refers to sexually suggestive or arousing material that is free of 

sexism, racism and homophobia and is respectful of all human beings and animals portrayed” (ibid).  

Because these definitions are clear and concise – as well as strikingly different from one other – these 

definitions will be the basis for my usage of “pornography” and “erotica” throughout this paper. 

According to pro-porn advocates, it is difficult to accurately, concretely define pornography 

because what one person considers erotica, another might consider pornography.  In other words, “one 

man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”  While it is possible to see the potential in this argument, it is 

important to consider the fact that other phenomena like rape and murder do not have exact 

definitions, yet we still take a stand on them.  Pro-porn advocates also use this so-called difficulty in 

defining porn as a way to make anti porn efforts futile, though this was not an obstacle to defining and 

outlawing child pornography (Russell 2004). 

Based on these definitions, the general problem with pornography is evident: it is less about 

naked women and men having sex with other naked women and men, but more about the treatment 

and portrayal of the naked women and their sexuality.  After all, in porn, women are always horny and 

achieve orgasms at the drop of the hat, even when the depicted sexual act is in no way “sexy” or a turn 

on – for instance, multiple penetration and bukakke, in which multiple men ejaculate onto a woman’s 

face. 



As Gail Dines said in a speech entitled What is Pornography Really About?, “We think 

pornography is about women because it is pictures of women, but it is really about men and their ideas 

of women.”  

At the end of the speech, she responded to her critics who have accused her of being anti-porn: 

“Pornography is to sex as McDonald’s is to food…If we are criticizing the fast-food industry, no one 

suggests that you are anti-eating” (As reported byMantilla, 2007). 

In her book Pornified: How Pornography is Damaging our Lives, our Relationships and our 

Families, Pamela Paul (2005) examines the way pornography’s easy access is changing our relationships 

with porn and with people in real life.  Porn has become part of pop-culture, and thanks to high speed 

Internet connections, men who normally would not or did not have a problem often find themselves 

developing serious addictions, relying on porn first to get in the mood, then later to keep and maintain 

erections.  Because it is so easy to get on the Internet, these men find themselves looking at more 

“hardcore” images and videos, including rape scenes and even child pornography, often stumbling on it 

at first and then finding it intriguing and eventually, arousing. 

The more of this material they consume, the more they want the real women in their lives to act 

the same way…and the more disappointed and dissatisfied with their sex and personal lives they are 

when that does not happen.   

As previously mentioned, in porn, the woman is always willing to have sex with the man, 

regardless of how buff or obese he is.  In porn, the woman never has to wake up early to go to work, 

take the kids to school, make dinner or clean the house.  As a result, she is always perfectly coifed and 

ready to go – literally. 



This is not so in real life.  Even if there are no kids to take to school or laundry to be done on that 

particular day, most women still have to get up early everyday and go to work.  We also know that even 

when most women leave work, they often come home to a “second shift” of cooking and housework.  

The result is the complete opposite of the women in porn: while the real-life woman may be horny, she 

is also tired and stressed out.  If she is one of the many who does not achieve orgasms easily – or at all – 

from intercourse, this stress will increase by the very act of having sex with her partner. 

For this woman, the message from porn is painfully clear: “Want to be sexy?  Want to win that 

man?  Want to make him stay?  Look like a porn star, or, at least, enjoy looking at women who look like 

porn stars” (Paul, 2005, p. 130). 

For men, the message is even clearer.  When they look at porn, they subconsciously absorb 

messages about what it means for a woman to be sexy.   “Not only does pornography dictate how 

women are supposed to look, but it skews their expectations of how they should act.  Men absorb those 

ideals, but women internalize them as well” (Paul, 2005, p. 133). 

According to Mark Schwartz, clinical director of the Masters and Johnson Clinic in St. Louis, 

pornography objectifies women but eventually becomes self-objectifying as well.  “A man starts to feel 

like a computer himself when he realizes that he’s dependent on computer images to turn him on,” he 

says.  While the man is making love to his wife, he is actually thinking of someone else, whom he does 

not even know.  This is certainly not fair to the woman, but is even more miserable for the man.  “The 

key… is for men to recognize that the more they focus on pornography, the less satisfying they’ll find 

their partner and the less satisfied they’ll be with themselves” (Paul, 2005, p. 105). 

This is an extremely important aspect of pornography that never gets talked about.  We 

constantly hear about women reporting feelings of lower self-esteem when they find out that their 

partners use pornography, but rarely do we hear about the effects it has on men when they are not 



looking at it.  For instance, we know that there is a relationship between pornography and arousal, but 

seldom have we stopped to examine what the relationship means. 

In Knowing Pornography, this is exactly what feminist Robert Jensen does (2004).  Jensen’s 

account is important because it gives a male perspective on pornography with feminist explanation and 

because Jensen identifies as a homosexual, even though he has only recently begun the coming-out 

process. 

In this essay, Jensen’s goal is to look at his life and compare it with that the narratives of other 

men, using feminist insights to make sense of all the information (Jensen, 2004, p. 249).  Throughout his 

account, Jensen calls for the creation of a coherent account of pornography in society.  Even though 

every man’s story and relationship to pornography is different, it is still possible to come up with some 

conclusions that apply to the general population of porn users.  For instance, he recalls that when using 

porn, he felt (and continues to feel) shame about what he was looking at.  Whether another man feels 

the same way or is proud of his use of pornography, the result is still that use of porn continues (p. 253). 

Additionally, Jensen also discusses the eight ways pornography affected him.  These include a 

means of sex education, constructing women as objects and reinforcing desires for specific acts, which 

focused on male pleasure and often cause pain for the females involved (p. 253).  Based on our earlier 

definition of pornography, it is easy to see why Jensen’s account does not have to apply to all porn users 

in order to be applicable 

It is clear that pornography does have adverse effects on men, but the impact on women is even 

more evident.  Although there are a good number of women – mostly college students - who say that 

pornography has helped them claim their sexuality, “wresting it from the control of men and debunking 

traditional notions of women’s passivity in bed,” the truth is that biologically, women process 

pornography differently than men (Paul, 2005, p. 118). 



A psychological study done by researchers at Illinois State University surveyed 100 women to 

determine their views on pornography.  Not surprisingly, the results showed that negative attitudes 

towards porn are not representative of women in general.  However, the researchers also found that 

about one-third of the participants experienced high levels of distress over their partner’s use of porn.  

While the subjects of the study were composed of married, single and dating women, these results were 

more likely to occur in women who were married and/or whose partners showed high levels of use, as 

indicated by the frequency and duration of use (Bridges, Bergner & Hesson-Mcinnis, 2003). 

As one woman said,  

It makes me feel really fat and ugly and like he’d rather masturbate to those images than have 

the real thing sometimes.  I find it degrading to think that he’s turned on by those women more, 

but on the other hand if he invited me in to watch a movie I wouldn’t hate it so much…at least I 

wouldn’t feel left out and like he’s trying to hide something from me.  It’s almost like he’s 

cheating on me (Bridges, Bergner & Hesson-Mcinnis, 2003). 

Pamela Paul found similar results when interviewing people for Pornified.  Many women 

reported that they would be more accepting of their partner’s porn use if they were allowed to 

participate, even if was only on an occasional basis.  Even when they make this perfectly clear to their 

partners, however, men are still reluctant to let women into their world.  For many men, this is due, in 

part, to the fact that porn is separate from the rest of life’s pressures, emotional entanglement and 

commitment (Paul, 2005, p. 148).  Also, many women do not realize exactly what type of porn their 

partners are looking at, so the men would feel like they were being judged if they were to share what 

they actually watch.  So, when – and if – they watch porn together, they often end up watching 

something more erotic than pornographic.  In this way, men are able to play both sides of the fence: 

their partner feels like they are sharing, and at the same time, their secret is still safe. 



This, of course, presents another problem in and of itself.  Just like we learned when we were 

kids and teenagers, if you feel like you have to keep it a secret, it is probably something you should not 

be doing in the first place.  When boys look at their first pornography together, they sign an invisible 

pact that says, “this is our pact.”  Inevitably, these boys grow up to be men who do not tell their wives 

what they are looking at.  The circle here is clear.  “If men are hiding it, women figure, there’s got to be a 

reason.  If they’re hiding it, they don’t want their wives and girlfriends to know.  If they’re hiding it, 

there’s got to be cause for worry.  If they’re hiding it, it’s got to be wrong” (Paul, 2005, pp. 162-163). 

In addition to the relationship issues caused by all of this secrecy, women also feel like they are 

competing with porn stars for their partner’s attention.  After all, if the wife or girlfriend “isn’t putting 

out,” then the husband or boyfriend can still get it from pornography.  This makes women feel like they 

need to pony up.  As we have already discussed, increased porn consumption leads men to have false 

ideas of what a real, normal woman’s body looks like.  As a result, increasing numbers of women in the 

United States and the United Kingdom have gotten plastic surgery on their genitals.  These surgeries 

include vaginal tightening and labial reduction (Paul, 2005, pp. 159-160). 

Clearly, both men who watch porn and the women of men who watch porn develop adverse 

affects from porn use.  However, the people most influenced by pornography are children, regardless of 

whether one of their parents is a heavy user or if they stumbled into it by accident. 

Typically, a boy’s first encounter with pornography is just before or after he starts puberty.  

Usually, he and his other friends will get together and look at a porn magazine that one of them stole or 

received from a father or older brother.  Sometimes, they find it accidentally while surfing the internet 

or looking for something else, although it seems like this happens more often in girls than in boys. 

One major issue regarding pornography and children is that oftentimes, parents do not talk to 

their children about pornography, instead saying, “I hope they see it when it is age-appropriate,” but 



then never talk about anything sexual with their kids.  Since children are seeing pornography at 

increasingly younger ages, this is letting them off the hook with a get out of jail free card.  These parents 

do not talk to their children, so often, what they learn comes from the classroom…where many schools 

teach abstinence-only educations, despite teenagers’ need and desire for more information (Paul, 2005, 

pp.188-189). 

Because children are still developing mentally and sexually, they interpret pornography much 

differently than do their parents.  According to Gary Brooks, a psychology professor who studies the 

effects of porn on men, “Sex becomes something you do in a disconnected way – looking at a person 

without actually being with that person.”  Boys who excessively look at porn grow into men who 

excessively look at porn, connecting arousal with the purely physical rather than the individual traits of 

their partner (Paul, 2005, pp. 186-187). 

Although they typically spend less time looking at pornography, girls are dealing with the effects 

of it, as well.  As Dr. Chyng Feng Sun reports, many women look at pornography in their early teens – or 

younger.  Because this serves as their sex education, “pornographic messages help further solidify and 

normalize male supremacy in the bedroom and elsewhere” (2005). 

Additionally, both porn and a porn culture affect consensual sex, making teenage boys and girls 

feel pressured to have lots of meaningless, emotionally detached sex.  In a society where women and 

girls already feel like they have to have sex to keep their boyfriends happy, pornography is making this 

worse, causing women to think that it is their role and duty as women to sexually please their men. 

As you can see, pornography really is changing the way men think of women, the ways children 

and teenagers interpret sex and sexual relationships, and the way we think of ourselves as women.  Men 

know that real women are nothing like porn stars, and that may be part of the appeal, at least in the 

beginning.  As women, we know that our men would rather have sex with us than masturbate to 



pornography, even if they have to “work for it.”  I think that deep down, our children know that real sex 

is not the same as pornography, even if we have never explicitly told them.  

 This, however, is a major part of the problem: assuming that someone knows something is not 

the same as making sure someone knows.  Like everything else we have talked about this semester, we 

can change our ways of thinking, but ultimately, we will still be in the same position if we fail to pass the 

changes to our children.  While there is nothing wrong with pornography in and of itself, it becomes a 

problem when people’s thinking gets so skewed that they think the world is really a certain way.   

This is not something we can fix overnight, nor is there any concrete way to do the fixing.  

Instead, we need to challenge our local schools and governments to teach our children about 

pornography instead of sweeping it under the rug.  If we can change our sex education classes, we will 

be training our children to make better, more educated decisions about everything from whether they 

want to keep looking at pornography to what type of birth control best fits their life. 

Instead of making broad stroke laws, we need to challenge our government to create laws that 

will help our children and us.  We have been able to put warnings on movies, video games and CDs, as 

well as alcohol and tobacco.  Pornography is similar to recreational drugs like marijuana - most of the 

time, there is nothing inherently wrong with using it.  When used irresponsibly, however, porn use 

becomes like using other controlled substances.  First, there are tremendous feelings of ecstasy and 

satisfaction, but eventually, the user has to take time away from other important activities, like work 

and family, to indulge in his or her fantasy world.  Even with regulations, many of these controlled 

substances are still available, though typically much harder to come by.  Why are we unable to do 

something similar with pornography? 
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