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MUSIC: From Black and Blue - The Rolling Stones  

 

MALAMUTH: There was a big billboard on Sunset Boulevard for the Rolling 

Stones. And it had this woman tied up and bruised, and it said ‘I’m black and blue 

from the Rolling Stones and I love it’. 

 

FIDGEN: Back in the mid-Seventies, a student at the University of California, 

Neil Malamuth, wondered whether these sorts of images were harming women.  

 

MALAMUTH: I was working in a professor’s lab and I took seriously the idea of 

trying to do scientific research on socially relevant topics. Then I thought well this 

might be one in which I can take a certain set of ideas and translate them into testable 

hypotheses that could be verified or could be negated. 

 

FIDGEN: He became one of the first psychologists to take pornography into the 

laboratory - and is highly respected in the field. I wanted to talk to Professor 

Malamuth because I have a dilemma I’d like to resolve. My name’s Jo Fidgen - 

I’m a feminist and a liberal. I’m troubled by degrading images of women; but 

I’m unwilling to condemn private behaviour if it’s not causing serious and direct 

harm. So I’m looking for hard evidence about the effects of pornography that 

will persuade me to come down on one side or the other. 

 

You won’t often hear from Professor Malamuth because he’s tired of having his 

work misrepresented by people looking to back up their ideologies. And we’ve 

discovered it’s not only politicians who come to this subject parti pris - 

worryingly, a lot of academics do, too. Dr Miranda Horvath of Middlesex 

University knows that all too well: she recently ploughed through more than 

40-thousand papers about pornography to write a review for the Children’s 

Commissioner. What was her reaction? 

 

HORVATH: Actually one of shock at how poorly conducted much of the research in 

this area are, and how many very strongly worded, opinion-led articles there are out 

there which purport to be producing research, producing new findings when actually 

it’s really based on opinion. 

 

SEGUE: 

 

OGAS: Sex research always has a moral element - you know people want to say this 

sexual behaviour is right or this sexual behaviour’s wrong. And, as I’ve actually 

found in the field, you know so many sex researchers are activists as well. 

 

FIDGEN: That’s Dr Ogi Ogas - he’s been studying our online porn habits, and, 

as we’ll hear later, has some eye-popping revelations about what turns us on. 

This edition of Analysis isn’t a stage for yet another slanging match between 

anti-porn and anti-censorship campaigners. We’ll be drilling down to the facts. 

We won’t be dealing in this programme with the ethics of the industry itself, nor 

with illegal sexual content, like images of children - we’re talking only about 

material that won’t get you into trouble with the law. Let’s go back to the 

psychologist Neil Malamuth from the University of California, who’s been 
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researching pornography for more than thirty years. His work is cited by both 

sides of the ideological divide, and his definition of pornography has become the 

academic standard. So how does he define it? 

 

MALAMUTH: Sexually explicit materials designed to generate sexual arousal.  

 

FIDGEN: He’s studied sex offenders, surveyed random groups of men, and 

conducted experiments in controlled conditions. In 1986, for example, he 

recruited a group of 42 men and split them into three groups. To the first, he 

gave pornography depicting rape and sadomasochism; to the second, non-violent 

pornography; and to the control group, none at all. Then they were tested for 

their willingness to punish a woman who intimated she was not sexually 

attracted to them. This is a very condensed version of what happened, of course. 

Now, Professor Malamuth points out that there are limitations to this 

methodology - and all the methodologies he’s employed. But taken together, he 

says, there’s been remarkable consistency in what he’s found. 

 

MALAMUTH: Exposure to pornography does not have negative effects on attitudes 

supporting violence against women, sexually aggressive tendencies - for the majority 

of men. However, such exposure to pornography - particularly more extreme 

pornography, particularly violent pornography - does have a negative effect on an 

important sub-set of men, namely those who have other risk factors for committing 

sexual aggression.  

 

FIDGEN: Those risk factors include having grown up in a violent or abusive 

home, being promiscuous, having a narcissistic personality or sexually aggressive 

fantasies. If a man in those categories consumes a lot of violent pornography, 

there’s a greater likelihood that he will commit a sexually aggressive act. Some 

campaigners have used this research to claim pornography leads to violent 

crime. It’s just not that straightforward, he says. 

 

MALAMUTH: Let me give you an analogy. Let’s say you make the statement 

alcohol leads to murder or to rape. I’d say well for some people alcohol simply has 

the effect of making them more relaxed. For other people, it’s true that alcohol can 

increase the likelihood that somebody will behave in a violent way. But if I simply 

make the overall generalisation alcohol causes violence or leads to violence, you’d 

probably say that’s glossing over a lot of the nuances. Similarly with pornography, the 

best summary I could give you is that for some people, it appears to enhance their sex 

lives and may be viewed as a positive aspect of their life and does not lead them in 

any way to engage in any form of anti-social behaviour. For some people who do 

have those several other risk factors, yes it can add fuel to the fire and can lead to a 

greater likelihood of committing acts of sexual aggression.  

 

FIDGEN: Simply put, pornography may be good for you, or it may not - 

depending on who you are. That’s not a knock-out blow for either the pro- or the 

anti-porn camps, is it? What other research is out there? The problem is so 

many studies seem to contradict one another. For example, one from the 

Netherlands suggested that the more adolescents used pornography, the more 

they confused pornographic and real sex, and considered sex to be primarily 

physical rather than affectionate. But of adolescents questioned by researchers in 
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Sweden, a majority demonstrated no difficulty in distinguishing between fantasy 

and reality, and were not psychologically harmed. How then can we pick our 

way through this? We can enlist the help of the forensic psychologist who spent 

three months this year reviewing all available studies on young people’s exposure 

to pornography, Miranda Horvath. This is all she can say with certainty about 

its effects on young people. 

 

HORVATH: Pornography has been linked to unrealistic attitudes about sex, beliefs 

that women are sex objects, more frequent thoughts about sex, and children and 

young people who view pornography tend to hold less progressive gender role 

attitudes. 

 

FIDGEN: When you say it’s been “linked to”, how strong is that link and how is that 

link showing itself? 

 

HORVATH: So these are all correlational studies. So when you, for example, take a 

sample of young people, you measure whether they’ve seen pornography or you 

might measure how frequently they’ve seen pornography; and then you ask questions 

about what they think of sex and you find correlations between these things. 

  

FIDGEN: So is there any way of telling whether or not these children’s dispositions 

led them to look for porn in the first place or whether seeing the porn actually 

changed their views on sexual relations and gender roles and so on? 

 

HORVATH: You’ve absolutely hit the nail on the head - that that is the problem that 

we have at the moment; that that is the real next step that research needs to take, is to 

try and identify which came first. Much of the research in this area is correlational 

studies, so we can’t say anything about cause and effect. 

  

FIDGEN: You can’t say anything about cause and effect? 

 

HORVATH: At this point in time from this review, no we can’t.  

 

FIDGEN: That’s worth repeating - after all these decades of research, no one 

can say pornography causes anything. If you want to go beyond saying that there 

are associations between pornography use and certain attitudes or behaviours, 

then you have to do the kind of laboratory experiments that Neil Malamuth 

pioneered in the Seventies - the type where you randomly assign people to groups 

and expose them to various types of pornography, and then test whether there 

are differences in the way the groups behave. But it’s clear from all the papers 

being written now that that method has fallen out of favour. Why? 

 

MALAMUTH: The climate for doing certain kinds of studies has changed. For 

example, when we did some of our early studies we were able to get permission to 

expose people in laboratory circumstances to violent pornography and observe what 

effects it has on them. We and other researchers have come up with a dilemma of 

ethics committees saying well we believe your effects are valid and, therefore, we’re 

very afraid that at some point we might be sued if even one person claims that they 

went out and committed an act of rape by having been exposed to certain materials in 

your research. 
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FIDGEN: So you can’t carry out the research that would be most useful in case you 

are right? 

 

MALAMUTH: That’s absolutely correct.  

 

FIDGEN: No Clockwork Orange style experiments, then. So where does the 

research go from here? Move over, psychologists - here come the sociologists. 

And they want to know what role pornography is playing in shaping our views 

about relationships. 

 

ACTUALITY: DINES: As an activist, my bar that I set is we close down this 

predatory industry because I do not think that they should be able to make violent, 

hardcore, cruel pornography that is …(Applause)  

 

FIDGEN: Gail Dines is a professor of sociology and women’s studies at 

Wheelock College in Boston, and a prominent anti-pornography campaigner. 

She has the ear of UK policy makers, addressing a cross-party group of MPs 

during a recent speaking tour of the UK. She doesn’t feel constrained by the 

research from invoking cause and effect, arguing that what she hears on 

American university campuses has left her in no doubt.  

  

DINES: Let’s think about this. My students, they tell me for example that their 

boyfriends want anal sex all the time. They also tell me that their boyfriends can’t 

stand to look at any pubic hair. Now did something suddenly happen, drop from the 

sky that a generation of women suddenly decided that pubic hair was unacceptable? 

Or did a generation of men suddenly get born that decided that anal sex was the 

thing? I mean we are cultural beings. When you see cultural shifts, you have to begin 

to ask what is causing these cultural shifts? So although in social science you 

obviously can’t have a hundred per cent causation studies, my question would be how 

are you going to explain these things?  

 

FIDGEN: One of the big criticisms made of many academics in this field is that 

they don’t define what they mean by pornography, making comparisons 

difficult. So I asked Professor Dines how she defined it.  

 

DINES: I don’t think it’s worth defining. It’s that stuff you find when you put ‘porn’ 

into Google. Why bother defining it? 

 

FIDGEN: How important is the research to you and to your argument? 

 

DINES: It’s the foundation of what I do, but I’m not going to get caught up in this 

junk piece of research versus that junk piece of research. But it’s not the only thing… 

   

FIDGEN: (over) But you seem to be going beyond what the research is saying.  

 

DINES: Yes well that’s what we … Of course I’m going beyond what the research is 

saying because I’m listening to women as well, right? And what I’m saying to you is 

research can only capture so much. It’s always limited. That’s why you do what’s 

called methodological triangulation. A recent thing happened as well that was very 
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interesting. I was in Australia a couple of years ago on a book tour and there was a 

particularly hostile facilitator of the panel I was on. I was talking about violence 

against women and pornography and she said, “Oh that’s anecdotal.” And a woman 

stood up and said, “Well I’m an anecdote”, and then another one stood up and said, 

“I’m an anecdote.” By the time it ended, the women were standing up saying, “I’m an 

anecdote”, “I’m an anecdote.” This is what you hear from young women. 

 

FIDGEN: And who’s to say we shouldn’t take anecdotes on board? There’s a 

criticism that too often pornography research doesn’t include the experiences of 

consumers. We asked BBC radio and online audiences to tell us how porn has 

affected their lives. Here’s a selection of what you told us.  

 

48 YEAR OLD MAN: I’ve enjoyed pornography for a long time, since my teens. It’s 

one of those rare pleasures that you can savour and yet completely lose yourself in. 

My wife has always turned a blind-eye - until recently. Now in middle age - we’re 47 

and 48 - it has started to eat away at her self-confidence until she delivered me an 

ultimatum: stop using pornography or I’ll leave. Stopping was so much harder than I 

thought it would be. It is still sometimes a struggle. 

 

27 YEAR OLD WOMAN: I had a submissive streak that I wanted to explore and 

porn was part of that. I enjoyed it and felt no guilt. But then I slowly became 

disillusioned, mostly because of the impact on my relationship with my boyfriend. 

Sometimes it feels as though he forgets that I’m not a porn star - I’m just a woman, 

and I can’t do certain things they seem to do with ease. 

 

FIDGEN: What’s fascinating about these experiences - and we’ll hear more of 

them later - is that it’s so tempting to think they prove something beyond the 

individual case. But scientists will tell you: no amount of anecdotes add up to 

data. You can feel Gail Dines’ frustration with such academic caution.  

 

DINES: We always need more research, always need more research. That’s always a 

way of saying don’t let’s do anything. And what I’m hearing over and over again are 

the same stories of how pornography is affecting behaviour. Now my point is how 

many dead children, raped women do you really need till you decide that we have to 

do something about pornography? 

  

FIDGEN: But the way you state that makes it sound as though you are linking … 

 

DINES: (over) I am linking. 

 

FIDGEN: … murder and pornography. But where is the research for that? 

 

DINES: There’s tons of it. 

 

FIDGEN: Nobody has been able to say … 

 

DINES: (over) That is not true. 

 

FIDGEN: … that looking at pornography leads to murder. 
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DINES: No - predispositions can lead men to do it. 

 

FIDGEN: Predispositions in conjunction with a lot of consumption of sexually 

violent pornography … 

 

DINES: (over) Well that’s causation, that’s causation. 

 

FIDGEN: … increases the likelihood of committing a sexual offence. 

 

DINES: That’s exactly right. 

 

FIDGEN: That is not as strong as saying that watching pornography leads to murder 

by a long chalk. 

 

DINES: I would not say that the average guy who reads pornography is going to 

murder, no. Put the predispositions in place. Put violent pornography in place, put - I 

don’t know - sort of traumatic childhoods in place, whatever characteristics you want 

to put together, and somewhere along the line you’re probably going to get a 

percentage of men who are going to do that. 

 

FIDGEN: So - with a little encouragement - Gail Dines does retreat from the 

frontline of campaigning to the line held by the evidence. But she’s a feminist, 

first and foremost, and it’s that ideology that underpins her search for proof that 

pornography is bad for women. Now I’m a feminist too, but that strikes me as a 

risky approach because if it can’t be proved in a way that would persuade a 

neutral observer, then she has lost the argument. I wonder if her case mightn’t 

be stronger if she dropped her reliance on evidence and instead argued purely on 

the grounds that she disapproves of the depiction of women in pornography. 

That’s where conservative philosopher, Roger Scruton, is coming from. He’s 

written a book called Sexual Desire: A Philosophical Investigation. And he’s not 

at all concerned with the evidence.  

 

 

SCRUTON: I don’t think the research is particularly important as a way of proving 

the point that pornography is bad. When we judge things morally, in my view we’re 

not normally judging them in terms of their effects but in terms of what they 

essentially are. If it was proved that in some way there were beneficial effects for 

instance that people calmed down and never bothered each other sexually, there were 

no more rapes or anything - in my view that would be purely irrelevant. 

 

FIDGEN: Entirely irrelevant? 

 

SCRUTON: Yeah. I think that what is bad is the undermining of the pure 

interpersonal relation, which is what sex should be - that people find it possible to 

transfer their sexual feelings to something in which they have no moral interest, so 

that the people that they’re looking at are treated as pure objects.  

 

FIDGEN: Translate that philosophy into real life, and here’s what you might get. 

This from a woman in her twenties. 
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WOMAN IN HER TWENTIES: Porn definitely has affected my life. For one, I 

can’t imagine an authentic sexuality of my own. I’ve been too influenced by 

pornography, and I wouldn’t even count myself as a user. I’ve simply absorbed it 

passively. I mean men study our naked bodies. They buy magazines to stare at our 

bodies, judging and scrutinising every tiny bit of flesh, like we’re cars or something. 

 

FIDGEN: You’re listening to Analysis on BBC Radio 4. I’m Jo Fidgen and I’m 

trying to find out what the evidence really says about the effects of pornography 

- and whether it matters. Philosopher Roger Scruton started developing his 

thoughts on porn while teaching at a graduate school in Washington. 

 

SCRUTON: It was a primary concern of the people practising there that so many 

people came to them with this problem. They couldn’t get off their obsession with 

pornography, that it undermined their marriage or their relation with their boyfriend 

or whatever. So I got really interested as to why this might be so. 

 

FIDGEN: So you looked at some pornography yourself? 

 

SCRUTON: We had to look at some, but I have to say it doesn’t … you know it’s 

something that … the reaction that I feel is that I’m ashamed of myself for watching 

this. I have nothing to do with that woman or that man. I’m watching something that 

should be private and between them. You know that these are things that we should 

not watch and we certainly should not take any pleasure in watching. 

 

FIDGEN: Were you ashamed of the fact of watching it or ashamed of enjoying it? 

 

SCRUTON: I can’t say either of those. What I would say is that one was put in a 

shameful relation to what one was in front of, so that one’s instinct is to turn the thing 

off. 

 

FIDGEN: And do you think that that was the appropriate response - not just for you 

but for everybody? 

 

SCRUTON: Yeah. 

 

SEGUE: 

 

OGAS: I can point to exactly the source of this feeling. When we look at somebody 

else’s sexual tastes, if they don’t match our own then we biologically react with 

disgust, discomfort and fear.  

 

FIDGEN: Computational neuroscientist Dr Ogi Ogas. 

 

OGAS: I’m a straight guy. When I was doing the research, looking at the gay porn, it 

made me very physically uncomfortable a lot of the time. There’s a physical reaction 

when we look at other people’s pornography and it seems to produce a sense that oh if 

I’m feeling this uncomfortable, it must be something immoral. 
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FIDGEN: Dr Ogas might be onto something here. Let’s hear about the research 

he conducted with fellow neuroscientist, Sai Gaddam. Their study - which has 

not been peer-reviewed - became a book: A Billion Wicked Thoughts.  

 

OGAS: We got about a billion different web searches that people entered in as search 

engines. We had about half a million people’s search histories. The most popular porn 

video site at the time we did our research shared some of their internal data, so we 

could see what people were clicking on and searching for.  

  

FIDGEN: This way, they could avoid the pitfalls of relying on people to tell the 

truth and go straight to the data about our actual interests in pornography. 

Which Dr Ogas defines as…  

 

OGAS: Anything that stimulates the sexual regions of your brain. As a computational 

neuroscientist, I don’t know how else to define it other than neurally.  

 

FIDGEN: He calculates that every sixth or seventh search online is for porn. So 

what are we looking at? 

 

OGAS: The number one quality men search for is youth. Now that’s certainly no 

surprise to anyone, but what was surprising was the level of interest in older women. 

Women in their forties, in their fifties, even in their sixties are highly popular and 

highly sought after. And one of the most popular genres of pornography in every 

country in the world is known as MILFS, which is Mother I’d Like To Fornicate 

With.  

 

FIDGEN: Right, I’m glad you said that. 

 

OGAS: (laughs) Very popular. Not as popular as teens, but not far off - so clearly it’s 

tapping into something basic in men’s brains. And there’s also a genre of 

pornography called Granny Porn, which is consistently popular - in fact Britain is one 

of the countries that has the greatest level of popularity for Granny Porn. But you find 

interest in women in their fifties and sixties everywhere and nobody had known that 

before we did our research.   

 

FIDGEN: It’s a shock to realise what’s going on in other people’s heads, isn’t it? 

Dr Ogas has seen inside the heads of more people than most in the course of his 

research and has come to believe that porn makes us more sexually tolerant and 

free. This BBC listener might agree with him. 

 

77 YEAR OLD WOMAN: As a retirement gift, my husband was given a weekend 

for two, all expenses paid, in London. And there we watched some soft porn films in 

the bedroom those nights. It entirely changed my comfort with sex - for the good. I 

had always been very uncomfortable about my body. Now, at 77, we both enjoy an 

active and satisfying life together sexually. What a shame that we didn’t get there 

sooner!  

 

FIDGEN: But soft core is one thing - what about violent porn? Isn’t that the 

norm these days? 
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OGAS: So that’s definitely one of the biggest myths. You often read about how porn 

on the internet is getting more violent, it’s getting more hardcore. Definitely there’s 

no trends in that direction at all. There’s very, very little violent porn. Now everybody 

probably has their own idea of violence. There’s certainly a lot of spanking, there’s 

I’d say forceful aggression where you know a guy throws the woman down on the 

bed. But in terms of like drawing blood or straight out rape, that’s very, very rare and 

doesn’t have a big user base. 

  

FIDGEN: Can you put a figure on how many people are looking for that kind of 

material? 

 

OGAS: If you listed the top fifty most popular themes in sexual content, straight up 

violence wouldn’t be in the top fifty. 

  

FIDGEN: Is there a possibility that the material that you were looking at, the 

searches you were analysing just didn’t pick this up? 

 

OGAS: No, no, we picked up everything. I mean we picked up stuff that nobody 

predicted.  

 

FIDGEN: There’s an argument that pornography is a slippery slope - that you enter a 

site looking for soft porn, you move onto hard porn, you get bored with that, you 

move onto harder porn, until you’re looking at the most violent, aggressive 

pornography available.  

 

OGAS: There’s zero evidence to support that. In fact when we looked at people who 

search for sex online, there was less than .1 of 1 per cent of these sexual searchers 

who searched for a wide variety of stuff, including you know very hard stuff. 

Everybody else is searching for the same thing over and over. The median number of 

sexual interests that people searched for was two, so what you see evidence for is that 

sexual interests are pretty monotonous.  

 

SEGUE: 

 

DINES: Actually that’s junk science  

 

FIDGEN: Anti-pornography campaigner, Gail Dines.  

 

DINES: I’d say if you speak to therapists all over America, that’s not what’s 

happening. Even Jules Jordan himself, a very well-known porn director, has said they 

cannot keep up with the fans’ desire for violent porn. That’s coming from the porn 

industry. You cannot find non-violent pornography on the internet. Well let me say 

you’re going to have to look long and hard.  

 

FIDGEN: Who’s right? Is violent porn the norm, or the exception? I spent a 

couple of hours trawling through the content on one of the biggest free porn sites 

- looking at videos on its front page and those with the most hits. I saw one film 

using actors where the husband forced the wife to have sex - it came with a 

warning at the start that this was fiction and should not be re-enacted. But most 

of the other videos were made by amateurs, the sex was consensual, and there 
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was nothing I would class as brutality.  

 

But then, when is one person’s violence another person’s frisson? There’s plenty 

of sadomasochism in Fifty Shades of Grey - a book which has given millions of 

women a thrill. Though it may not have crossed the Rubicon from pornography 

to erotic art. What about the paintings of Titian? He specialised in tantalising 

nudes. Not much pubic hair on his models, by the way. Where does Roger 

Scruton draw the line? 
  
SCRUTON: Erotic art is one which concentrates upon the sexual passion of people 

who are interested in each other as people; whereas pornography is the presentation of 

the sexual organs and the mechanics of the act as interesting for their own sake. And I 

think we all know that and it’s what we teach children when we teach them not to be 

dirty about those things. 

 

SEGUE: 

 

OGAS: I would not distinguish between erotic and pornography. 

 

FIDGEN: Neuroscientist Ogi Ogas.  
 

OGAS: In my opinion, there’s no real way to distinguish pornography from erotica 

without some kind of moral judgement, and as a scientist I’m not ready to do that. 

 

 

FIDGEN: Despite every attempt to avoid an ideological discussion of 

pornography, does it come down to a value judgment? If my brain can’t tell the 

difference between a particularly arousing piece of Renaissance art and Cheeky 

Cheerleaders, do I have to admit that any distinction I make is based on nothing 

more than my personal distaste?  

 

There’s something else we have to face about pornography: online data suggest 

that a large majority of men use it every week - even if they don’t talk about it. 

In other words - for nearly half the adult population, pornography is normal. 

You don’t hear men campaigning against it as often as women. Is it possible that 

what we take for moral indignation is actually disgust for something that doesn’t 

turn us on? And what part should we allow that disgust to play in the decisions 

we take in public life? Roger Scruton. 

 

SCRUTON: It’s an extremely difficult question. We’re used to this view of the law 

as it were protecting people from obvious physical harm, but not imposing the moral 

attitude of one person on another. And I think this is one of the reasons why this 

question about pornography is so difficult. I’m justifying the view that it is wrong to 

put it into one’s life in any form whatsoever, but of course that doesn’t mean that we 

can straightforwardly render it illegal. People are disgusted by lots of things and to 

make their disgust into law is to threaten the people who are the object of that disgust.  
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FIDGEN: So conservative Roger Scruton has no wish to turn his feelings of 

moral disgust into justification for a ban on pornography. As a liberal, I have to 

admire his restraint. And as a feminist I have to face the facts: much as I’m 

offended by the portrayal of women in some pornography, the truth is that the 

evidence to show it causes serious and direct harm is weak.  

  

It would have been convenient to have found proof that porn damages women - 

to have been able to elevate my personal distaste into a case for action. But it 

wasn’t there. The liberal, rather than the feminist in me, wins. 


