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Abstract: This theoretical review explores the possibility that the consumption of internet pornog-
raphy (IP) represents a credible risk factor in the perpetration of aggression and violence against
women. Sexual violence, abuse, and degradation of women is commonly depicted in mainstream
heterosexual IP. Despite the violent tenor, the effect this material may have on beliefs, attitudes and
behaviors is understudied, as are the reasons why violent and degrading IP is so widely viewed,
enjoyed, and accepted. Both theory and empirical findings support the contention that depictions of
violence in IP may contribute to real world aggression and violence against women, with two relevant
spheres of inquiry proposed in this theoretical review. The first considers IP as a ‘zone of cultural
exception’, in which the perpetration of violent and degrading acts against women are eroticized and
celebrated, despite such behaviors being considered antisocial in wider society. It is suggested that
this excepted status is enabled by the operation of the third person effect to negate the detrimental
effects of IP. The second explores the objectification and dehumanization of women in IP and the use
of moral disengagement by viewers to enable their disavowal of any harm in the depicted violence.

Keywords: internet pornography; gendered violence; media violence; sexual objectification;
dehumanization

1. Introduction

The structural conditions that contribute to an environment that fosters violence
against women are complex and multifactorial, and whilst no single factor can be impli-
cated, the social influence of the media remains an area of both significance and debate.
Consumption of internet pornography (IP) including its use by young people, is widespread
and increasingly normative [1–3]. Behavior that is eroticized and normalized is germane,
and thus the acts depicted in IP, like any social behavior, must be understood within the
cultural context in which they are performed [4]. It is therefore notable that mainstream
heterosexual IP commonly depicts sexual and physical violence, coercion, and degradation,
including slapping, choking, gagging, ejaculating on, verbal abuse, and aggressive multiple
penetrations of women [5–8]. Numerous meta-analytic reviews, commissioned reports
and longitudinal studies have reported relationships between violent media exposure and
aggressive thoughts, feelings, and behavior [9–14]. There are, however, limited studies
examining whether IP, which often depicts aggressive and violent sexual conduct towards
women [8,15–17], also impacts thoughts and behavior, specifically aggression and violence
toward women. It is also unclear why this IP narrative of hostile and humiliating acts
against women is so widely reproduced and watched.

This theoretical review seeks to explore how conduct that is broadly denounced
in contemporary society, is nevertheless freely depicted in IP, effectively facilitating the
creation of an excepted online space in which social proscriptions against aggression and
violence towards women are effectively abandoned [18]. The theoretical approach in this
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review follows the objective of elucidating and verifying the identified phenomenon of IP
as a ‘zone of cultural exception’ [18]. Some scholars also suggest that cognitive distortions,
in relation to the depicted sexual acts, may assist some individuals to morally disengage
from personal and social censure and deny any harm in the depicted conduct [19]. Thus, it
is appropriate to consider how aggressive and violent IP might assist to culturally sanction
aggression and violence against women beyond the screen.

1.1. Violence against Women: Offline and Online

Violence against women is a widespread and intractable social issue. The World
Health Organization (WHO) indicates that, worldwide, almost one third (27%) of women
aged 15–49 years who have been in a relationship report being subjected to some form of
physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner. The WHO identifies violence
against women as a result of factors occurring at individual, family, community, and wider
society levels, which interact with each other to increase (or reduce) the risk of violence
perpetration. Amongst the factors they identify as increasing risk they include, “harmful
masculine behaviors, including having multiple partners or attitudes that condone violence
(perpetration)”; and “community norms that privilege or ascribe higher status to men and
lower status to women” as well as “ideologies of male sexual entitlement” [20]. In this
context, it is critical to define and ascribe meaning to the acts commonly depicted in IP in
order to better understand its effects.

Physical violence is defined as including “slaps, hits, punches, being pushed down
stairs or across a room, choking and burns, as well as the use of knives, firearms and
other weapons”. Sexual violence is defined as including “rape, sexual abuse, unwanted
sexual advances or harassment and intimidation at work and elsewhere, being forced to
watch or engage in pornography, sexual coercion, having sexual intercourse out of fear
of what a partner might do, forced prostitution, and human trafficking” [21]. Globally,
as many as 38% of all murders of women are committed by intimate partners, and in the
US, nearly half of all female homicide victims were killed by a current or former dating
partner [22]. In Australia, an average of one woman a week is murdered by her current
or former partner [23]. In the European Union, over a third (37%) of physical violence
against women takes place at home [24]. Sexual coercion (i.e., being forced or frightened
into sexual activity) is also a substantial social concern in its own right. In the US National
Youth Risk Behaviour survey, 10.7% of high school girls reported having been forced to
“do sexual things they did not want to” by someone they were dating or going out with in
the preceding 12 months [25]. Similarly, in a representative sample of 20,094 Australian
men and women (aged 16–69), 4.2% of men and 22.4% of women reported having ever
experienced sexual coercion [26].

1.2. Focus and Definitions

Viewing and engaging with IP is common and even normative [1,27,28], with recent
statistics from just one popular IP website, Pornhub, indicating that there were over 42 bil-
lion visits to their website in 2019 [29]. Consumption of IP is also not limited to adults, with
94% of UK adolescents surveyed indicating they had seen IP by 14 years of age [30], US
research finding the average age of first exposure was 11 years of age [31], and Australian
research showing the median age of first exposure was 13 years of age for men and 16 years
of age for women [3]. It is clear that there are many genres of sexually explicit material
online, and some studies find that viewing some content may assist to diminish sexual
anxiety and dysfunction, encourage sexual expression, and provide entertainment and
satisfaction [32,33]. Pornography use has also been shown to have self-perceived benefits
for adults such as feeling more comfortable, empowered, and open-minded about sex
and sexuality generally [34,35]. However, the focus of this review is not on erotica or
other gender or sexuality positive content, but on mainstream, heterosexual IP that follows
a prevailing narrative of dominant men and submissive women in sexual interactions
characterized by manipulation, verbal and physical aggression, and degradation [8,36,37].
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In this context, IP is defined as internet based, sexually explicit material (including both
still and moving imagery and audio) displaying genitalia with the aim of sexual arousal
or fantasy [38,39]. In addition, material previously considered marginal and arcane, in-
cluding “gonzo” style IP involving particularly rough, aggressive, and demeaning acts, is
increasingly the norm in mainstream heterosexual IP [6,8,40]. Content-based definitions
of degrading pornography describe it as material that is sexually explicit and humiliates,
debases, and dehumanizes people, in a manner that endorses such degradation [41].

1.3. Media Violence and Its Effects

Despite largely stipulatory recognition of the persuasive effects of advertising media
on human behaviors such as food and alcohol consumption [42,43], or the educative
benefits of educational media [44], the effect of media violence on human behavior is
still much-contested. Some scholars suggest that the reported link between violent media
content and aggression can be explained by Moral Panic Theory, whereby societies tend
to vilify new forms of media and blame them for societal issues, until they become more
familiar with and accepting of them [45]. In contrast, other scholars contend that violent
media consumption, including IP, can have significant, measurable negative impacts for
some users [46–50].

Researchers who question a causal link between media violence and aggression sug-
gest that pre-existing aggressive traits may provide a better explanation both for the
consumption of violent media and subsequent performance of aggressive behavior e.g.,
(e.g., [51–53]). Many of these researchers (e.g., [53–57]) also point to meta-analyses that
find small effects on aggressive behavior, and assert a range of issues with research that
concludes there is a connection between violent media consumption and aggressive behav-
ior, including methodological issues in experiments and publication bias in meta-analyses
(see: [58–61]). Such arguments have themselves been analyzed and contested by a number
of media violence researchers (see: [62–64]), who point out that the well-understood pro-
cesses of learning, desensitization and neural acquisition that underlie other media effects
should also apply to violent and antisocial media [50]. Importantly, it is also recognized that
media violence exposure alone is neither necessary nor sufficient to cause moderately ag-
gressive or violent behavior [65]. However, it is possible that the risk of such behaviors may
increase with an accumulation of risk factors (even factors with small-moderate effects),
when these are not ameliorated by protective factors. This risk and resilience framework
can be used to describe complex multicausal phenomena, such as societal aggression, by
focusing on the pattern of inherent risk and protective factors at both an individual and
societal level [66]. This approach has also previously been applied to exploring the devel-
opmental effects of media violence [67], and also seems appropriate for an examination of
sexually aggressive IP.

1.4. Aggression and Violence in IP

Studies consistently find that women are more likely to be depicted in heterosexual
IP as the victims of aggressive and degrading behaviors than men [5,68,69]. In a content
analysis of 50 randomly selected films from the top 250 grossing pornography films of
2007, over 3300 different acts of verbal and physical aggression were recorded, and this
aggression (largely perpetrated by male actors against female actors) was responded to
with either neutral or pleasure expressions in over 95% of the scenes [5]. A more recent
study of mainstream IP (derived from the five largest categories on Pornhub) similarly
found that women were significantly more sexually objectified than men across a range of
IP categories, and were significantly the normalized target of aggression [70].

However, other studies dispute any consistent increase in aggressive content over the
past decade, arguing that the average IP video today contains shorter segments showing
aggression, and that more violent content receives less positive reviews [71]. Similarly,
McKee [72] found no gender differences in objectification in a sample of the 50 best-
selling pornographic videos, although measures of violence were excluded from gendered
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comparison, as these were identified as “too uncommon in the sample to allow meaningful
comparison of gender roles” (p. 288). It is worth noting, however, that this study was
conducted some time ago, and based on a content analysis of commercially produced DVDs
and videos [72], which are markedly different to the unrestricted content available on free
IP websites. Other researchers describe aggressive “gonzo style” sex, commonly depicted
in IP, as simply a preference for “unadulterated sex” and believe it is misleading to make
generalisations about either IP or the motivations of viewers of IP [73,74]. McKee [75] has
also pointed to methodological issues in the definition of aggression in IP content analyses
studies [5,76]. Specifically, he argues that by not including consent in the definition of
aggression, its level is overestimated. Thus, the definition of aggression by Baron &
Richardson [77] as “any form of behavior directed toward the goal of harming or injuring
another living being who is motivated to avoid such treatment” is favored, because it
includes ‘motivation to avoid the treatment’ in the definition. This would therefore exclude
consensual hitting, slapping, hair pulling, and kicking from the definition of aggression
because these are “requested actions” [75].

Regardless of whether or not such acts depicted in the context of an IP scene meet
the criteria for being ‘true aggression’, the issue of dehumanization, degradation, and
objectification remain, as does the key concern as to whether such material can influence
the IP viewer to behave concomitantly in the real world. There is, similarly, some evidence
that the behavior of female actors is not always as ‘consensual’ as it may appear [78], as
IP producers sometimes use victims of sex trafficking to produce content [78–80]. Women
are certainly capable of expressing valid consent to a range of sexual behaviors, however,
even where IP actors do ‘consent’ to degrading and hurtful behavior, acquiescence, or
willingness to accept clearly demeaning acts, such as ejaculating on a woman’s face (EOWF)
or performing oral sex immediately following anal penetration (ATM) is problematic,
given many of these acts are recognized as both high risk and harmful to the health of
performers [81].

1.5. Effects of Aggression and Violence in IP

A number of researchers propose that the tacit acceptance of violence depicted in IP
not only reinforces that violence against women is tolerated or even desired by women, but
also that women are somehow immune to acts of physical and verbal violence [8,15,37,82].
The influence of IP is however variable, and not all men positively appraise IP, with
many actively rejecting it [83,84]. It has also been suggested that those more inclined to
violence, or to use force in sexual relations, react more favorably to such material, as do
those who endorse the underlying value system espoused by aggressive IP and therefore
actively seek it out [46,85,86]. Nevertheless, there is empirical research suggesting a link
between ongoing IP exposure and the way viewers subsequently think, act, and behave.
Studies have found that frequent and routine viewing of IP may reinforce harmful gender
stereotypes, contribute to the formation of unhealthy and sexist views of women and
sex, and augment sexually aggressive attitudes and behaviors [40,49,87–94]. These views,
however, are not unanimous [95,96], and some authors contest any direct connection
between IP consumption and actual sexual violence [74,97] with the debate ongoing [98,99].

Empirical studies have also indicated that the content viewed in IP is often a source of
both sexual fantasizing and actual sexual behavior. This includes a study of heterosexual
men’s interest and engagement in a variety of dominant behaviors, which found that both
interest in watching pornographic movies and more frequent consumption of pornography
were associated with men’s desire to engage in, or having already engaged in, behaviors
such as hair pulling, spanking a partner hard enough to leave a mark, EOWF, confinement,
double-penetration, slapping, choking, and verbal abuse [37]. Another study of young
men found that almost all had consumed pornography, and 53% felt that pornography
inspired their sexual behavior [100]. Similarly, a study of young women’s sexual behavior
conducted at a sexual health clinic, found that four out of five women had consumed
IP, and one-third of them believed that it had impacted their sexual behavior, sometimes
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inducing them to perform sexual acts they found negative or painful [101]. A qualitative
study examining the act of EOWF exemplifies the influence of IP, with the study concluding
that this act is utilized as a clear signal of male dominance and aggression rather than it
serving to elicit any inherent sexual gratification, given it actually requires the interruption
of sexual pleasure to complete the act [7].

The connection between IP and aggressive, gendered behavior has also been explored
in relation to intimate partner violence (IPV). One study found that 39% of women experi-
encing IPV reported that their partners had forced them to act out pornographic scenes
they had been shown, as compared to 3% of other women [102]. Another study of marital
rape victims [103] similarly found that 14% of the 87 women interviewed had been forced
to create pornographic material. Moreau [104] reported that amongst a sample of victims of
IPV, 26% reported being victim of at least one incident related to pornography, and women
who reported experiences associated with pornography were 12–20 times more likely to be
victims of severe sexual violence. Using a logistic regression model, the use of alcohol and
pornography together was also found to significantly increase the odds of a women experi-
encing IPV being sexually abused [92]. Similarly, a study which collected data regarding
women’s experiences of sexual violence and their abusers’ use of pornography at a rape
crisis center found that 28% of respondents reported that their abuser used pornography,
and for 12% of the women, pornography was imitated during the abusive incident [105].

1.6. Psychological Mechanisms That May Underlie the Influence of IP

Social cognitive theory describes a mechanism by which individuals can acquire
behavioral scripts by watching how others act and ascertaining the consequences and
rewards of these behaviors [106]. The media has been identified as one instrument that
can facilitate this learning process [14,106,107]. Beneath the wider social cognitive theory
umbrella, social learning theory identifies the impact of aggressive media characters as role
models, whose depicted actions may initiate observational learning [108]. This learning
may encourage the acquisition of aggressive behavioral scripts and the enactment of
observed aggressive behaviors, particularly when the media characters are rewarded
for their aggressive behavior and the viewer admires or identifies with them [108,109].
Thus, it is plausible that when a male IP viewer is regularly exposed to IP narratives in
which male protagonists satisfy their sexual desires, regardless (or even because) of the
violence they employ, and they are rewarded with either submission or sexual arousal from
female protagonists, learning will be reinforced [110,111]. Exposure to these sex-typed
media characters combined with depictions of aggression against woman may also have a
desensitizing effect on viewers. Studies suggest this desensitization may assist viewers to
accept the violence depicted in IP, and in turn this may lead to sexual callousness, including
towards victims of IPV [112–114]. A separate experimental study found that males who
viewed sexual violence demonstrated higher scores on an acceptance of interpersonal
violence measure and the rape myth, compared to males who had viewed a physically
violent or neutral film [115].

Learning theories are also relevant in sexual scripting, as delineated in the 3 AM
acquisition, activation, and application model of sexual socialization [116]. Wright’s model
describes how through exposure to sexualized media content, previously unfamiliar or
unknown sexual scripts may be acquired, latent sexual scripts may be activated, and
previously obtained sexual scripts may be normalized and applied, both attitudinally and
behaviorally [116]. The activation of a script occurs when media exposure provides a cue
for retrieval, and this can involve a stimulus other than the original source of the script,
including sexual arousal itself [116]. Importantly, higher order, abstract sexual scripts that
transmit sexual attitudes, can also be absorbed from underlying themes in the content, and
can also impact non-sexual attitudes toward women [117]. With this understanding, it is
plausible that the learning and scripts acquired in IP are activated when an individual finds
themselves aroused with their partner (as they have previously been aroused with IP), and
that an IP-congruent script of gendered sexual relations may then be used to guide their
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beliefs, expectations, and behaviors [110,118]. These scripts may serve as frameworks for
behavior and may or may not be conscious to the viewer [118]. The degree of influence of
IP is also determined by the operation of various social, contextual, perceptive, cognitive,
and motivational mechanisms as well as individual differences [119].

2. IP Consumption and Aggression and Violence against Women: Two Hypotheses

The link between IP and real-world gendered violence explored in this review is based
on a theoretical approach grounded in social cognitive and script theory, and elucidated
by two hypotheses. A comprehensive literature search was used in order to identify
the studies to be included. The PsycINFO database was used, and the following search
terms were entered: “internet pornography”, “cultural exception”, “objectification of
women”, “acceptance of sexual violence”, “moral disengagement”, “third person effect”.
The inclusion criteria were (1) publication in a peer-reviewed journal, (2) the study being
based on empirical data or theory that was directly relevant to the hypotheses examined
(i.e., articles that elucidated theoretical concepts such as zones of cultural exception or
cognitive biases). The first hypothesis considers the notion that IP serves as a zone of cultural
exception, set apart from prevailing social norms of sexual engagement, and facilitated by
the operation of the third person effect, a perceptual bias that is not uncommon in relation
to media effects [120]. The second hypothesis explores the use of moral disengagement by
viewers [121], to facilitate the disavowal of any harm caused to the subordinated actor
(usually women) by the aggressive and degrading acts frequently depicted in heterosexual
IP [122]. This is explored in terms of the manner in which this type of IP diminishes,
objectifies and dehumanizes women, and how this cognitive mechanism might also enable
offline violence against women [82,123].

2.1. Hypothesis 1 (H1). IP as a Zone of Cultural Exception and the Role of the Third Person Effect

Atkinson & Rodgers [18] describe IP as a “zone of cultural exception” in which
“violence and harm is experienced, celebrated, or produced as part of new repertoires of
exceptional social conduct . . . ” (p. 1291). The notion of “cultural exception” is used in
this theoretical review to refer to the “ways in which certain networked media spaces offer
the enactment or viewing of socially extreme conduct apparently without consequence
or connection to everyday modes of social being and normative prescription” [18]. This
concept builds on the work of Freud [124] and Elias [125] and their descriptions of the
civilizing demands of society in which individual libidinal desires must be inhibited and
regulated to mitigate the risk of interpersonal harm. Atkinson and Rodgers [18] suggest
that both violent video games and violent IP have become the cultural conduit into which
aggressive desires can be channeled and explored in a space excepted from the usual
cultural and social restraints.

The authors [18] also reference the work of Elias [125], who suggested that ‘civility’
involved the sublimation of aggressive and sexual drives into art, books and sport. A
core premise of Elias’ ‘civilizing process’ theory is that guilt and the rejection of violent
impulses are manifest in a society in which human beings are restricted in their ability to
directly satisfy all their drives and passions [125]. Importantly, Elias’ work suggested that
the development of a civilized society is part of a long term and evolving historical process
that is neither robust nor immutable, and this can be interrupted at any time. Atkinson
and Rodgers reaffirm this ongoing dilemma, whereby individuals are confronted with the
lure of opportunities to engage in sexually aggressive and violent experiences in popular
culture and online arenas, despite the social and legal proscriptions against such violence
in the offline world. Such opportunities to explore aggressive and violent erotic impulses
are abundant within much heterosexual IP.

2.1.1. Ubiquity of IP in Facilitating a Zone of Cultural Exception

According to Atkinson and Rodgers [18], IP has facilitated the creation of an ‘other-
worldliness’ in which all sexually violent, aggressive and demeaning acts can be viewed



Sexes 2022, 3 84

and engaged with, whilst the viewer is insulated from social and legal consequences.
Unlike previous forms of pornography, IP is unique in its affordability, accessibility and
anonymity [126]. Viewers can easily engage with IP without the usual censures of identifia-
bility or guilt, because they can convince themselves that these spaces are separate from
their offline world and thus exempt from scrutiny or consequence [18,127]. However, far
from seeing this content as harmless fantasy, Atkinson and Rogers advocate reconsidering
non-criminalized harm in terms of the way in which “image and screen cultures contribute
to the ‘cultural normalization’ and commodification of violence, social harm and subjuga-
tion” and they suggest that “all forms of symbolic violence and humiliation, gendered and
racial abuse, and sado-voyeurism” should be recognized as criminal behavior [18].

2.1.2. IP and the Third Person Effect

It is also possible that any cognitive dissonance experienced by viewers of aggressive
or degrading IP may be effectively mitigated by cognitive distortions such as the third
person effect (TPE), which is the tendency to believe that others are more susceptible
to media messages than oneself [128–130]. This bias may go some of the way towards
explaining the reticence of viewers to acknowledge the deleterious effects of IP. It has been
hypothesized that there are two major components to the TPE: the perceptual component,
and the behavioral component [131]. The perceptual component refers to the discrepancy
whereby an individual estimates that the effect of a message will be greater on others
than themselves [132]. The behavioral component refers to the tendency to react in a
manner consistent with this perceptual discrepancy. For example, a person may support
censorship of media content, believing others will be more affected by the content, whilst
simultaneously believing themselves to be immune to such effects [131,132].

Perloff [128] has also described several factors that moderate the strength of the TPE,
including the desirability of the message content, the social distance between self and
other, and attributes of individuals and groups. The desirability of the message content is
particularly relevant, as it has been suggested that messages perceived as undesirable will
enhance TPEs [120]. In this way, socially unacceptable messages (such as those contained
in IP), could be assessed as content that only susceptible “others” will internalize [133].
The social-distance factor suggests that as comparison others become more distant or
psychologically removed from the self (usually facilitated via downward social comparison),
the self-other discrepancy increases [134]. A study by Lo & Wei [130] confirms this cognitive
bias, finding that most respondents believed IP had a greater negative influence on others
than on themselves, and female respondents perceived it to have more negative effects on
males than other females. Similarly, a survey of U.S. and South Korean college students
found 45.7% of participants anticipated a greater negative effect of IP on others than on
themselves [132].

Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that many viewers of IP would rate themselves
as unlikely to experience any negative consequences from their consumption, despite
evidence suggesting that this material can have significant impacts on sexual scripting,
sexual practices, and attitudes towards sexual coercion and consent [90,110,135,136]. This
overestimation of individual inviolability to the persuasive aspects of IP, coupled with the
demarcation of IP as an excluded zone, has a mutually reinforcing effect. Specifically, the
systematic ways in which IP has been normalized and tolerated, regardless of its depiction
of aggressive and degrading acts against women, facilitates a cultural environment in
which violence against women is more acceptable and therefore more likely.

2.2. Hypothesis 2 (H2). The Objectification and Dehumanization of Women in IP and the Role of
Empathy and Moral Disengagement

Fredrickson & Roberts [137] define sexual objectification as the separation of a woman’s
body, body parts, or sexual functions from her personhood and delineate this concept two
ways: direct and indirect objectification. Indirect objectification is conceptualized in terms
of positioning the female body as an object for the gratification of the male gaze [137]. Direct
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objectification includes all forms of sexual victimization whereby a woman’s body is treated
as a mere instrument or thing [137]. It has been suggested that the degree of sexual objecti-
fication depicted in IP effectively reduces women to interchangeable body parts [138,139]
devoid of humanity, morality, or the capacity for complex mental thought [140–142]. This
hypothesis has been tested in experimental studies involving the inversion effect, which
refers to the finding that inverted stimuli are more difficult to recognize than upright
ones. Specifically, the configural information processing hypothesis suggests that faces are
processed with the use of configural information to form a holistic representation, whilst
objects are processed in parts by their individual features [143]. Bernard [138] set out to test
if sexualized males and females are both processed configurally, eliciting this effect, or if
females are processed analytically as objects. As predicted, sexualized men were less well
recognized when inverted, whereas this effect was absent for sexualized women, since they
were simply perceived as inverted objects [138]. This effect is significant because when
the sexual objectification of women is reflexive and unexceptional, tolerance of violence
against women also becomes more culturally normative [144,145].

This effect has also been confirmed empirically, with links found between men’s
regular exposure to objectifying media and attitudes supportive of violence against women,
mediated by perceptions of women as sex objects [16,91,123]. In IP this objectification
is achieved by prioritizing female genitalia (often to the exclusion of her face), and is
also exemplified by particular sexual acts, such as “when double penetration of a woman
occurs, which suggests a woman’s body is just a series of holes to be entered or when a
woman’s face or chest is ejaculated upon, suggesting a woman’s body is simply an object
to display the result of male pleasure instead of an embodiment of her own pleasure” [70].
Such conduct and other acts of dominance and aggression are commonly depicted in
heterosexual IP. A content analysis of top selling IP videos by Bridges et al. [5] found
that male actors ejaculated on their female partner’s face in 63% of scenes, and 19% of
scenes included the depiction of double penetration. Similarly, a comparative study of the
objectification of males and females in 400 amateur and professional IP videos found that
close-ups of female genitalia occurred in 61% of scenes, whilst a similar focus on males
occurred only 19% of the time [146].

2.2.1. How Objectification May Lead to Violence

According to schema theory [147], objectifying attitudes towards women may general-
ize to become a stable part of an individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge structures,
influencing both their assessment of the status of women and cementing cognitive scripts
about how women should be treated. The objectification of women has been found to be
associated with greater acceptance and perpetration of sexual violence, including willing-
ness to rape and sexually harass women, and to report negative attitudes toward female
rape victims [91,148–150]. Thus, the sexual objectification of women may lead to vio-
lence both via the acquisition and activation of violent sexual scripts and by altering the
prevailing cultural expectations of how women should be treated [40,123,150–152]. The
deindividuation that occurs as a part of objectification also effectively facilitates dehu-
manization [70,139,146]. Studies have shown that objectified women are perceived as
less human than non-objectified women, and they are consequently accorded less moral
concern and acknowledgment of their cognitive capacities [123,145]. Relatedly, in an ex-
perimental study, Vasquez et al. [153] found that the objectification of a woman increased
aggression toward her, even in the absence of any provocation. Importantly, this effect was
noted using a real female target whom participants directly objectified, using a physical
measure of aggression whereby participants believed that they were inflicting real pain
on the woman. It is unclear however, whether violent-media exposure leads to aggressive
behavior via dehumanization, or violent-media exposure leads to dehumanization via
aggressive behavior. In either case, it is patent that denying another’s humanity enables
and disinhibits violent acts [154].
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Similarly, ‘excepted spaces’ such as IP sites provide a vehicle for the expression and
disowning of sadistic impulses, and permit viewers to consider IP not as a depiction of
complete human beings, but as disarticulated ‘part-objects’ of manipulatable genitalia [122].
Specifically, sexualized parts capture attention, whilst differentiating features, like faces,
receive less attention. Thus, sexual objectification scholars [155,156] posit that people,
typically women, become sexually ‘fungible’ or interchangeable, and reduced to a set of
sexualized body parts or functions that are easily replaced by another. Apart from the
negative mental health effects caused by the deindividuation of the fungible individual, it
has also been proposed that normal moral restraints against violence are weakened when
a person is no longer perceived as a distinguishable individual, providing a foundation
for acts of violence [157,158]. In this context, objectification may lead to violence by
normalizing the depiction of women as erotic objects in the sexual service of men and by
denuding women of their humanity, thus removing their right to any moral concern or
empathy [82,150].

2.2.2. Empathy and Antisocial Behavior

The impact of IP consumption may also be amplified by what has been described
as a growing lack of empathic connection in contemporary society [159]. Empathy has
been described as the social glue that holds society together [160] and without it, suffering
becomes unremarkable. In the field of political conflict, scholars such as Orwin [161] warn
that “The final pitfall of the new abundance of televised suffering is also the most ironic. It
is the danger that constant exposure to such suffering will not sensitize but inure us to it”.
Bushman & Anderson [162] similarly describe media-elicited desensitization as a process
whereby viewers become “comfortably numb” to the pain and suffering of others. Relatedly,
a comprehensive meta-analysis found that exposure to violent video games increased
aggressive thoughts, angry feelings, physiologic arousal, hostile appraisals and aggressive
behavior, and decreased prosocial behavior and empathy [9]. The reverse has also been
shown, with prosocial media found to increase helping behavior and empathy [11,163]. The
effect of media on thoughts and behaviors can have significant real-world consequences.
Research undertaken across seven countries found that reduced empathy was one of the two
key mediators through which exposure to media violence caused aggressive behavior [164].
Similarly, a longitudinal study of German high school students found significant pathways
from media violence usage at Time 1 to higher physical aggression and lower empathy at
Time 2 [13]. Whether due to media use or not, a lack of empathy has been noted as one of
the best predictors of aggression against girls and women [165], and some studies note the
effects of exposure to pornography on men’s “sexual callousness” and their beliefs that
women enjoy being victims of sexual aggression [41,166].

Research on the association between actual sexual offending and reduced empathy is
more ambiguous [167]; however, it has been suggested that high levels of empathy might
reduce the expression of sexually aggressive behavior in males who might otherwise be at
high-risk for perpetration [168]. Relatedly, low empathy has been linked with aggressive
and antisocial behavior. Meta-analyses have shown that violent offenders have less cog-
nitive empathy (the ability to understand another’s emotions and feelings) and affective
empathy (the ability to share another’s emotional state) than non-offenders [169]. Relatedly,
studies have found that sexually coercive men score higher on empathic deficits mea-
sures [170], and juvenile delinquents convicted of sexual offences scored significantly lower
on empathic concern than non-sexual offending delinquent youth [171]. Thus, although it
is likely that IP might have a disproportionately negative effect on the behavior of those
already lacking in empathy (to our knowledge, this is yet to be tested empirically), the
effects of degrading and aggressive IP on all viewers is worthy of further consideration. In
the same way that humanitarian organizations struggle with growing “public numbness”
to even the most starkly depicted human suffering [172], frequent viewers of aggressive
and degrading IP may become inured to the sexualized aggression depicted against women
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in IP. For some viewers, this indifference may also make it more likely that they enact such
behaviors offline.

2.2.3. IP and Moral Disengagement

Reduced empathy and desensitization to the suffering of others are significant because
both of these factors have been found to encourage moral disengagement from victims
depicted in media content [9,173–175]. Brockmyer [176] proposes that this process is likely
gradual and unconscious, occurring as a result of repeated presentations of violence as
necessary, justified, and enjoyable. Ongoing exposure to IP may also desensitize viewers
to the depicted conduct (for a detailed explanation of the neuroscience underpinning this
process see Carnegy et al. [177]), in much the same way that is revealed in brain imaging
studies of accumulated desensitization to media violence (e.g., see Gentile et al. [178]).
Repeated exposure to pornography has been found to desensitize young people to the
material viewed and to lead to distorted views of what are “acceptable” behaviors in
relationships [179]. As Scarpati and Pina [180] propose in their review examining the
cultural and moral dimensions of sexual aggression, “ . . . when individuals are nurtured in
a culture which provides them with the justifications they need to blame the victim, moral
disengagement mechanisms may not only be easily accessible and applicable, but may also
encourage the occurrence of sexual violence by cognitively distorting the moral repercus-
sions around it” (p. 119). Relatedly, hostile sexist attitudes toward women have been found
to be the most powerful predictor of both IPV myths and moral disengagement [181].

The psychological mechanism by which moral disengagement affects actual behav-
ior is well established. Through socialization processes, individuals adopt standards of
right and wrong which guide their conduct. Once these moral standards are internal-
ized, the individual can use them to judge the morality of their own conduct and to
self-regulate accordingly [182]. Typically, actions that bring satisfaction and a sense of
self-worth are preferred, and behaviors that violate moral standards are avoided, as they
elicit self-condemnation. However, moral standards do not function as perpetual internal
regulators of conduct, and self-regulatory mechanisms only operate if they are activated.
Bandura [183] notes that “self-sanctions can be disengaged by reconstruing conduct, obscur-
ing causal agency, disregarding or misrepresenting injurious consequences, and blaming
and devaluating the victims” (p. 28). To illustrate, in relation to sexual harassment, eu-
phemistic labelling facilitates the relabeling of harassing behaviors as “flirting”, “banter”,
or “joking”, thereby veiling the harms associated with this conduct [184]. In much the same
way, repeated presentations of what appears to be culturally acceptable sexualized violence
in IP, coupled with the depiction of sexual enjoyment by both the perpetrator and receiver
of this violence, could similarly enable viewers to morally disengage from this conduct by
relabeling acts of aggression and degradation as acceptable, normal sexual behavior.

In his most recent work, Bandura [121] argued that there are four loci at which moral
self-censure can be selectively disengaged from harmful conduct: behavioral, agency, ef-
fects, and the victim. The behavioral locus refers to harmful behavior being transmuted
into supposedly good behavior via rationalization. Overall, three mechanisms of justifi-
cation operate at the behavioral locus: moral, social, and economic justifications are used
to endorse injurious practices, and viewing harmful activities as serving worthy ends,
eliminates any self-censure for engaging in the practice. Thus, viewers of IP might assure
themselves that IP consumption is normative, harmless, and inevitable, regardless of their
personal viewing choice, perhaps even justifying it as serving an economic benefit for the
actors who earn an income performing in IP. In a similar vein, a recent study found that
two dimensions of ambivalent sexism were particularly predictive of rape myth beliefs and
victim blaming: hostility toward women and benevolence toward men [185].

The agency locus refers to the displacement or obfuscation of blame as to who is
responsible for harmful acts [121]. Two mechanisms enable this locus: the displacement of
responsibility and the diffusion of responsibility. Displacement refers to the minimization
of one’s role in harm or the transposition of blame onto others, such as when viewers
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blame the female actors for choosing to be a part of IP and accordingly dismiss them as
deserving whatever treatment they receive. Displacement also allows people to view their
actions as arising from the social pressures or dictates of others, rather than as something
for which they are personally responsible [186]. In this way, violent and degrading IP can
be viewed simply as a rational response to economic demand and the prevailing sexual
milieu, for which an individual viewer cannot be held accountable. Similarly, diffusion of
responsibility refers to widespread sharing of blame, such as when viewers of IP mitigate
the harms depicted in IP by reassuring themselves that millions of others are watching the
same material, making their participation inconsequential.

The effects locus refers to attempted explanations for effects, the key contrivances
being disregard, distortion, and denial of harmful effects. If an individual is able to keep the
detrimental effects of IP out of their contemplation, there is little impetus for self-censure to
be initiated. As Bandura [187] has previously noted, “It is easier to harm others when their
suffering is not visible and when injurious actions are physically and temporally remote
from their effects” (p. 7). Thus, by objectifying female porn actors and disregarding them
as nothing more than sexual entities [82], viewers can deny any similarity these women
may have to their partners, mothers, sisters, or friends, negating their humanity and the
harm caused to them by the depicted behaviors.

Finally, the victim locus refers to attempts to displace blame onto the victim them-
selves. The two main mechanisms that facilitate this are dehumanization of the victim and
attribution of blame to the victim [121,187]. In the case of violent mainstream IP, “the ability
of viewers to experience pleasure in extreme online pornography is predicated on the
denial of harm of those viewed and the fantasy that women ‘want it’ or make economically
rational, and thus voluntary, choices to take part” [18]. This displacement of blame, coupled
with dehumanization, allows viewers to discount or disregard any of the physical and
psychological consequences of the depicted activities on the female actors involved, despite
studies suggesting these are numerous [81,188].

3. Conclusions

Online technology has both amplified and normalized the capacity to engage in or
view a range of violent acts whereby the pain, suffering, and humiliation of others is
offered up for instantaneous gratification. The processes by which mass media depictions
of violence impact the viewer are well-documented, but the impacts of IP in which women
are hurt, degraded and/or abused is understudied. This theoretical review has explored
these impacts, the underlying psychological processes, and the wider social impacts via
two proposed hypotheses. Firstly, it has shown that these impacts are facilitated to some
extent, by the positioning of IP as a zone of cultural exception where sexual acts can be
viewed, shared, and appraised, with the understanding that any act, regardless of how
degrading or violent it is, is not just permitted, but rewarded. Given the ubiquity of IP, it is
not unreasonable to suggest that online depictions of violence, coercion and degradation
also have the potential to seep into real-life attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors.

Secondly, this review has shown how the objectification and dehumanization of
women in IP can lead to real world violence both through the acquisition of violent and
coercive sexual scripts and by creating cultural expectations that women are fungible
objects that may be abused and violated with impunity [70,146,150]. Dehumanization
and objectification in IP are also mutually reinforcing, in that, together, they permit the
displacement of responsibility for the harms being perpetrated, whilst allowing viewers
to eschew any of the cognitive discomfort or guilt they might experience whilst viewing
this behavior [121]. In terms of psychological mechanisms, there is no evidence that media
depictions of sexualized violence are somehow psychologically quarantined in a way
that reduces or negates their influence on the feelings, thoughts, or actions of those who
regularly watch such material.

The effects of IP on sexual violence and IPV may not be large, but it is worth noting that
the statistically small effects of media violence on aggressive behavior can have important
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societal consequences, since (a) a large portion of the population has exposure to media
violence at any given time, (b) effects seem to accumulate with repeated exposure, and
(c) this risk factor can augment other risk factors to increase overall risk [111]. Points (a)
and (c) seem to also be relevant to understanding the potential for IP to impact sexual
aggression, but more longitudinal research is needed concerning cumulative effects. Whilst
violence depicted in much mainstream heterosexual IP is just one of the many factors that
may contribute to offline aggression and violence against women, it is a pervasive cultural
edifice that embodies disrespect to and aggression against women. In a context in which IP
is replete with sexual scripts related to verbal and physical abuse, the malleability of sexual
consent and the depicted desire by women to be subjugated and hurt by men [6,90,112,189],
the time seems right for researchers, clinicians, and policy makers to begin a significant
discourse on how best to address this important cultural and social issue.

4. Limitations and Future Research

In this review we have endeavoured to synthesize existing theories, related concepts,
and empirical research to propose a theoretical framework for understanding the potential
link between mainstream violent and aggressive IP, and aggression and violence against
women. This review is not an exhaustive systematic review of all available IP research.
Nevertheless, the approach taken with this theoretical review is still germane given the
complex, multi-disciplinary, and contested nature of IP research. Particularly in the field
of human sciences, reviews of theory such as this one may assist attempts to navigate
diverse literature and potentially lead to insights into how factors relate to one another
in ways that can judiciously inform policy [190]. From here, further work is needed
to empirically validate the proposed relationships. Specifically, research is needed to
determine the specific pathways from IP consumption to actual behavior. This would
assist in the clarification of some current findings, including longitudinal research which
has shown that early and more frequent exposure to pornography are both associated
with the initiation of sexual behaviors at a younger age among adolescents [191,192], and
cross sectional studies showing that young people use IP as a form of sexual education,
and incorporate pornography-inspired practices into their real-life sexual experiences,
even when they find many of these practices distasteful [2,193]. Similarly, longitudinal
studies will be necessary to test the directionality of the hypothesized link between IP
consumption and aggressive and violent conduct towards women, and these studies would
need to clearly define sexually aggressive, coercive, and violent conduct, and consider
any potential covariates. Future research examining the nature of same sex IP content and
its interpretation by gender and sexuality diverse individuals would also be extremely
valuable. It is hoped that this initial theoretical review serves to generate both robust
discourse and empirical examination around these issues, with positive public health
outcomes being the ultimate objective.
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