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Introduction

‘Force’ is a searchable category on Pornhub, the world’s most popular porn website, visited by 130 million every day. No, it’s not, a Pornhub executive told me in 2023. Yes, it is, I replied, as I’d found it the day before and seen titles such as don’t run from me slut and she was already shaking but I wasn’t done yet.

That day I also typed ‘rape porn’ into Google. I was surprised and pleased at what I found. Instead of the pages and pages of rape porn websites that a similar search had brought up a few months before, there were pages and pages of news stories about the harms of rape porn, including links to my research and law reform work. There’s a satisfying kind of karma when you realise people search for rape porn and end up with your research talking about how abhorrent it is.

Had Google actually down-ranked rape porn websites, making them harder to find? Perhaps it’s just my settings, I thought, and went off to start the same search on another family member’s phone, before quickly realising that really wasn’t a good idea. The answer is yes, Google has indeed made it more difficult to find rape porn. The websites are still there; they’ve not been de-indexed (meaning you can’t find them at all), just down-ranked so you have to scroll through a few pages to find the material.

This glimmer of hope, however, was quickly squashed when I typed ‘force porn’. There it all was, just renamed. Not as obvious as ‘rape porn’, but it only took a second to think of a synonym for rape – force. To be fair, ‘forced’ had been down-ranked, just not ‘force’. Though, really, if a company has gone through the effort of down-ranking forced, why not related terms?

Despair set in, but I needed to check out a few more things. I was speaking the next day at a workshop with top ‘trust and safety’ executives from the largest social media companies and porn platforms. I typed ‘deepfake porn’ into Google and it returned MrDeepFakes right at the top. This was a notorious website dedicated to creating and sharing AI sexualised deepfakes – where women’s ordinary, everyday photos are superimposed into porn without their consent. By 2024, the videos on the site had been viewed over 1.5 billion times.1 It was getting around 14 million visits a month before it was shut down, largely thanks to Google providing an easy route to weaponise AI tech against women.2

My morning on Pornhub and Google was the impetus for this book.

The next day I went to the workshop, where we spent much of the day sharing best practice on preventing or reducing the spread of non-consensual explicit imagery, as well as discussing the need for better education. For me, though, the elephant in the room was the vast empire of pornography, so much of it non-consensual and sexually violent, that was being accessed by millions as we spoke.

It was obvious to me that, while the changes being discussed to reduce the spread of non-consensual intimate images were very welcome, they would ultimately be futile if, at the same time, millions (of mostly men) were choosing to watch non-consensual videos on porn websites and Google was serving up similar material as quickly and happily as a recipe for banana bread. How could we say that we condemned the sharing of sexually explicit deepfakes, when the websites dedicated to creating and sharing them are so easily accessible? How could we be taking rape and other sexual offences seriously when rape porn was being fed to millions as a legitimate genre on the most popular websites? What was the point in expending time and resources on education and training, when as soon as the session ends, the porn websites are there normalising the opposite messages?

Back then, there was very little appetite to talk about the prevalence of porn and the harmful role it is playing in society. My comments landed like a proverbial lead balloon. And I get it. Nobody wants to be labelled a prude or ‘sex-negative’; and those promoting, justifying, excusing or ignoring porn seem to have cornered the market as the cool kids in the room. But I felt a certain clarity that day. I knew I needed to try to break the silence, to expose the reality of the porn that millions are consuming. I needed to forge some understanding that to end violence against women and girls, to strive towards equality and liberty for all, to allow everyone to engage in authentic sexual lives, and to improve our democracy and public lives, we must fight back against the pervasiveness and dominance of what I call ‘patriarchal porn’.

Not all porn

The problem is not with porn itself. The problem is patriarchal porn. This is the porn on the largest, mainstream porn websites – often referred to as Big Porn. It’s easily discoverable on social media, particularly X/Twitter, and through any search engine. This porn targets heterosexual men and presents a particular way of being a man and having sex that is commonly aggressive, forceful, domineering, degrading and only ever concerned with men’s satisfaction. Meanwhile, women are regularly portrayed as unwilling, often humiliated, frequently subjected to violence. When not being coerced, women are shown liking almost anything and everything, no matter how dehumanising. All of this reinforces the social status of women as inferior and existing for the pleasure of men, eroticising gender inequality.

It is patriarchal because these websites are so popular and frequented so often that they are inevitably shaping society’s attitudes, culture, laws and policies. It is not niche, or reserved for the dark web, requiring a level of determination to seek it out. It is ubiquitous, and it’s sustaining age-old values. By patriarchy, I mean a system structured around men, as a group, whether that be in politics, economics, cultural life or in families.3 It’s a world in which women’s interests, rights and dignity are subordinated to those of men. It’s a system structured around hierarchies of power, especially those based on race, ethnicity, sexuality and disability. As a result, patriarchy can take many forms, with women from racially minoritised groups experiencing oppression very differently from white women – a dynamic which Audre Lorde calls the ‘racist patriarchy’. In eroticising male dominance, it attempts to sell us an unjust system as a desirable natural order. It does this so successfully by transforming gendered inequality into a source of sexual gratification, something attractive and highly enjoyable.4 Furthermore, eroticising it means that it becomes appealing to both women and men.5

Importantly, this is about overarching structures and systems, rather than the choices of individual men (though of course that remains important). Each of us acts within constraints and, as I discuss in the next chapter, Big Porn actively and significantly shapes our actions to suit their business model. It needs to keep us engaged and going back for more, and that means novelty and extremity. The entire success of the porn industry is not because we go back and watch the same video on Pornhub for a few minutes and then return to our working day. It makes billions because it entices us to scroll and scroll, endlessly searching for a new hit, something a bit different. Maybe there’s something out there that we prefer? This means prioritising the new, the more extreme, the more divisive content that holds our attention and therefore drives their business. While the PR of Big Porn, and indeed the pervasive message of internet idealism, is about a vast smorgasbord of options for all sexual tastes, satisfying every desire, the reality is an algorithmically driven set of choices designed to hold our attention and keep us coming back.

So this is about societal level change, holding Big Porn to account and demanding change. And the crucial – indeed optimistic – point here is that men’s dominance over women is not a natural state of affairs, even if it might seem this way because we are repeatedly told so. Patriarchy is not inevitable. Change is possible.

My focus, therefore, is deliberately on the pornography that dominates mainstream platforms, not on all sexually explicit materials.6 Pornography is not inherently harmful; people have always created, shared and enjoyed sexual representations. Some refer to ‘inegalitarian porn’, and those speaking from a public health approach similarly emphasise that ‘not all pornography is inherently dangerous’.7

Indeed, feminist critiques of pornography have long drawn a distinction between exploitative ‘pornography’ and ‘erotica’, understood as sexual expression that foregrounds mutuality, desire and equality. In the 1980s, feminist stalwarts Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin defined pornography as sexually explicit material that subordinates women – contrasting this with erotica portraying men and women as equals.8

Their criticism, therefore, has always been with pornography as they define it, not with all sexually explicit content.9 One of the trailblazers of second-wave feminism in the US, Gloria Steinem, drew a similar distinction, suggesting that, unlike pornography, ‘there is likely to be mutual pleasure’ in erotica and a ‘shared sensuality and a spontaneous sense of two people who are there because they want to be’.10 Steinem’s is just one vision, and any boundaries between erotica and porn will always be porous. But importantly, there are many ways in which sexually explicit imagery can be produced and consumed that do not involve sexual violence, misogyny and racism.

What makes Big Porn so troubling is the particular model it has built: one that rewards violence, misogyny, racial stereotypes and exploitation, because these generate clicks, traffic and profit. This is not an inevitable outcome of sexually explicit expression but the result of a business model that normalises abuse and packages it as entertainment on a mass scale. It stems from a culture that legitimises such practices, facilitating and sustaining them through a lack of regulation.

Therefore, despite the possibility of producing alternatives, what we have seen is the dynamic growth of an industry thriving on shock and aggression. What’s lost is the possibility of erotic material that celebrates pleasure without harm. The challenge, then, is not to condemn sexually explicit content altogether, but to demand accountability from the mainstream porn platforms and financial ecosystem supporting them, whose business model depends on misogyny and abuse. What is at stake is not whether people should or should not consume erotica or porn, but whether the dominant platforms should continue to shape our sexual culture through a model that thrives on harm.

Indie and feminist creators have shown that explicit content can be made with care, respect and consent, where performers are fairly compensated, boundaries are honoured and the material is free of harmful practices. If we are to envision a future that values women’s sexual freedom and pleasure, it needs to encompass a world where porn can be produced and enjoyed that does not valorise harm – a world of porn without the patriarchy.

From extreme to mainstream

The porn that was once considered extreme is now run of the mill, but we seem not to have noticed, accepting what is out there now as standard, as if it’s always been that way.11 But it hasn’t. At the most obvious level, the once controversial nude centrefold in Playboy has been replaced by the now easily and freely accessible representations of forced sex available on Pornhub. Decades ago, we used to talk about soft- and hardcore porn, with hardcore defined as including an erect penis. Imagine. That means there was porn without an erect penis. Try finding that today in mainstream porn. Similarly, one of the early studies on the content of porn from the 1990s defined fetish as including ‘lingerie’ and ‘boots’.12 It’s rather quaint.

Incest porn – barely a category two decades ago – is now rife. Similarly, my first research and advocacy work on pornography a couple of decades ago was when we all realised that strangulation porn was easily accessible. The introduction of the extreme porn law was designed for that very material. Now, however, we’ve relabelled it as choking and it’s part and parcel of everyday porn. For many younger people, rough porn is not a category, a particular type of porn, it is porn. It’s just what there is, what is normal. Further, we know that there’s far more child sexual abuse material available now than ever before, and that some of this is on mainstream porn websites, sitting alongside the porn imitating child sexual abuse with actors over eighteen but looking very young. Yet few seem to be batting an eyelid.13

How did we get here? I’ve already mentioned the business model, which, in every website and app, prioritises engagement. We know that more extreme content drives greater traffic. This in turn encourages content creators to make riskier content, which is then algorithmically prioritised to secure attention, creating a cycle where ever more challenging content is created and consumed. The algorithmic prioritisation of extreme porn means it’s watched more and more, normalising the content and encouraging yet more to be shared. When this content seems standard, we stop noticing what has changed. Imperceptibly, we have become accustomed to what we are seeing, to this ever more boundary-pushing content.

While some try to deflect criticism of porn by denying that we have become desensitised, it is in fact a perfectly normal response to all manner of media and activities. It’s got a name: compassion fatigue. With repeated exposure to distressing news, such as reporting of war or famine, we become emotionally exhausted, apathetic or detached. We get used to it and carry on with our lives.

It’s also obvious to researchers on pornography, who describe how we all build up a ‘tolerance’ towards lower levels of aggressive or demeaning sexual acts, requiring more illicit material over time to gain the same sexual stimulation.14 Indeed, this is what porn users themselves tell us, with one in five in a recent survey acknowledging they are watching increasingly violent and aggressive porn.15 Members of the public noticed this when taking part in a study with the British Board of Film Classification, which was trying to understand their attitudes towards sexualised violence in films.16 The participants themselves raised the issue of desensitisation when they realised that this was happening to them and were getting worried about it. I’ve noticed it myself in writing this book. As well as my conversation with the porn executive about the availability of ‘force’ porn, I further challenged him about Pornhub having a category fuck me daddy. At the time, I was shocked this was so blatantly present, so easily accessible. But honestly, I now see this as rather mild.

Another problem is how this material is presented. Content once explicitly labelled as ‘rape porn’ has mostly been rebranded. Now it is framed as ‘force’, or ‘accident’, involves ‘sleep’ or ‘oops’, or includes words like ‘don’t’ in the title. But it’s rarely labelled ‘rape’. There are no qualms about glorifying sexual activity between parents and their children, though the term ‘incest’ is seldom used. You can’t search for ‘child porn’, but you can find similar material if you can think of a decent synonym. Such descriptions blur the boundaries of consent, making it more difficult to recognise when abuse or non-consensual acts have taken place.

This relabelling has significant effects as the descriptions and titles of videos play a key role in shaping how we understand the material: what the story is, what message is being sold. Sometimes it’s not about what the user actually sees, but how they are encouraged to make sense of it. The titles play a fundamental role in creating the sexual scripts – the key messages – that we take from porn into our daily lives. This is why I share a few of these titles in this book, though most are too shocking and disturbing to reproduce, even though they are the reality of what is being watched by millions everyday. Some of the titles are taken from research I did with colleagues a few years ago into the content on mainstream porn sites.17 Most though are from 2024 and 2025, when writing this book, and therefore represent up-to-date examples of what is available.

Beyond ‘fantasy’

Entering this debate can be intimidating. Discussions are often polarised, descending into fruitless barbs about whether or not there is ‘direct evidence’ that viewing porn leads to committing acts of abuse. Those railing against any regulation of porn claim that there is no scientific ‘proof’ that porn causes sexual violence, suggesting that should be the end of the debate, since people should get to choose the fantasies they like best. There’s no proof that a man watches a violent video and then decides he’s going to rape, as we know that sexual offending can’t be reduced to a single cause. Few claim that porn directly causes sexual violence, and so these arguments are simply knocking down a ‘straw man’, rather than engaging in the nuanced conversation that is needed.

This is where debates about correlations, risks, probabilities and implications come in. Big Porn has become part of our social world and environment. It plays an active role in shaping sexual attitudes and practices, challenging any idea of media such as porn being pure, private fantasy divorced from any real-world impact. I’m not saying there’s a direct, automatic process of viewing porn, and then directly acting it out. But I am saying that rejecting a direct causal relationship is not the same as rejecting any relationship. We need to recognise and understand that the media around us, including porn, shapes our choices, decisions and attitudes. Therefore, we can no longer pretend that there are no consequences from millions consuming porn each day. Cumulatively, across society, this porn has become the ‘cultural scaffolding’ within which each of us make decisions and choices.18

Porn therefore is not just a ‘fantasy’ in someone’s head. Firstly, the acts depicted really happen, performed by real people, who often suffer as a consequence of their participation in the industry. Moreover, porn seeps into all of our sexual and intimate lives, shaping our preferences and fantasies. It does this through its ‘sexual scripts’ – the representations, stories and messages that tell us what sex and pleasure are, what is normal, what is to be expected, what we should want, what the boundaries are (if any). Further, the sexual scripts of patriarchal porn create and sustain the underlying conditions within which sexual violence thrives. They normalise acts of sexual violence, making them seem less problematic and, in fact, exciting. They remove an assumption which counters sexual arousal between family members; they push and blur the boundaries of consensual activity between adults and young teenagers.

These blurred lines mean violence against women and girls is not taken seriously in society. Women and girls are left confused and traumatised about what has happened to them, reluctant to tell anyone or report it because they fear (understandably) not being believed. Criminal justice systems struggle to understand the difference between actual non-consent and the eroticisation of non-consent normalised in porn.

The adverse impacts are felt beyond the prevalence and normalisation of sexual violence. Deepfake sexual abuse – where women’s ordinary, everyday images are transposed into porn without their consent – is being deployed to push women out of public life. Women’s self-censorship in the face of such abuse reduces their visibility in politics and public life, which naturally has an impact on our democracy. In addition, it reinforces the idea that women are there for men’s sexual pleasure first and foremost, and that they ought to accept anything that a man wants to do to them. This acts to limit women’s freedom, constraining their economic futures, and this is all the more profound for Black and racially minoritised women and girls who experience higher levels of online violence and more aggressive forms of deepfake abuse.19 The flip side is the reinforcement of men’s sense of entitlement, superiority, power and control.

If we look ahead, we can see these harms intensifying with generative AI and other emerging tech determining our economic, social and political opportunities as never before, all trained on datasets and an internet awash with misogynistic porn. This plays out through seemingly innocuous phrases such as ‘Latina girls’ or even ‘mummy’ being associated with porn and generative AI images reproducing discriminatory norms. What’s more, we’re seeing the endless drive for more such porn pushing the development of virtual reality and the metaverse – the next, 3D, immersive version of the internet. Misogyny and sexism are not new, but the unbridled rise of AI and virtual reality is catalysing it in novel ways.

Fighting back

I’m writing this book after twenty years of research, writing and advocacy work on pornography and particularly its legal regulation. As a law professor, my research shines a light on the harmful nature of porn and seeks the best ways to secure justice for victims and hold Big Porn accountable. During the last two decades, I’ve advised governments, politicians and policymakers on the failings of the law and what we can do about it. I regularly speak in Parliament about my findings, offering actionable recommendations to strengthen regulation. Many of the largest social media companies have sought my advice on how to improve their policies and practices, reducing the harms experienced online by women and girls. I have worked with police to improve their training and guidance, to help them better investigate cases and respond to victims with respect, dignity and care.

Most importantly, I have been honoured to work closely with many survivors of sexual violence and online abuse, understanding their experiences, their ideas of justice, translating their suggestions for change into new law-reform proposals. Similarly, I’ve learnt so much from the organisations on the front line working to end violence against women, who are so often the first to identify new trends in abuse through their work and who mobilise civil society to insist on reform.

I have advocated for law reforms to tackle all forms of image-based sexual abuse, for better policing, for better internet regulation, for laws constraining extreme pornography. These proposals have had to adapt to the changing political and technological landscape. When I first started working on pornography, the transformative nature of the internet was only just becoming clear. We didn’t have smartphones, many of us didn’t have computers at home. It’s probably difficult to imagine that to get porn you had to go to the corner shop, reach to the top shelf, grab a porn magazine and then confront the shopkeeper with embarrassment. Or you had to go to a grubby side street and enter a sex shop. Perhaps not surprisingly, the drive for more easily accessible porn led to the innovations of the video cassette, then DVDs, then the internet. The rest is history.

I have witnessed first-hand how porn has become so much more accessible, more extreme, and how technology has radically changed our whole world, including our intimate lives. I have seen how fast this can all change, and as I write we are entering the era of generative AI, which porn enthusiasts are already exploiting.

There have been many changes in the course of writing this book. Google finally started to down-rank dedicated ‘deepfake porn’ websites, although it has been done rather half-heartedly, as we will see. Similarly, it has finally blocked ‘force’ as well as ‘forced’ porn, though it took about a year from me first raising it. Maybe in another year we will see more improvements. Just last month, at a meeting with the most senior Google executive responsible for human rights compliance, I pointed out that, while they down-rank ‘sleep porn’, type in ‘asleep porn’ and all the same material is there right at your fingertips. It’s déjà vu, performative at best.

As a lawyer and academic, I know only too well that law is only part of the solution to all these problems. We need better sex education. We need better porn. We need cultural change. But the law can and does provide the foundations, making clear what is acceptable and what is not. It ensures accountability for platforms and perpetrators; it can give a sense of justice to victims. It can spur change. So while this book may lament most porn, its profound harms and the failures of current law and legal strategies, there is hope.

Imagine a world where the sexual scripts are about women’s pleasure as well as men’s; where the eroticisation of consent is centre stage; where pigtails, ‘tiny teens’ and incest are not accepted bases for sexual arousal. Imagine a world where the discomfort of young women in the face of unwanted sexual encounters is acknowledged and legitimised. A world where young teenage boys don’t think it’s acceptable to ‘nudify’ ordinary social media images of girls in their class, or their teachers, and then share it among their friends; where their first sexual encounter in the flesh is exciting and satisfying, not a grey version of the porn they are used to. Imagine a world where new tech is not trained on the images, tropes, violence, racism and misogyny of porn, and where liberty-by-design or at least safety-by-design is prioritised from the early stages of technical development.

I want to take steps towards such a world, and the first step involves challenging the idea that mainstream porn is sex-positive for women and girls. Sexual freedom is not secured by chanting the mantra of freedom and handing its interpretation and promotion over to Big Porn. Way back in the early days of Playboy, they said ideal women were ‘liberated but compliant’.20 So we had all the rhetoric of freedom, but none of the agency. Fifty years later, little has changed. Dominant ideas of sexual freedom, translated into the language of ‘sex-positivity’, have reduced the space to challenge the porn industry and prevailing practices.

The pressures and expectations to always be ‘sex-positive’ about everything and anything have been detrimental to women’s and girls’ freedoms and opportunities, silencing us when we raise concerns, as few want to be labelled ‘sex-negative’. It suppresses inner uncertainty, seeking to persuade young women that feeling disturbed during sexual activity is their problem, not society’s, and certainly not porn’s. In addition, it inhibits discussions around notions of consent, imposing it as the be-all and end-all of debate, rather than seeing consent as necessary but not sufficient when it comes to what is ethical and welcome in sex.

The rhetoric of sex positivity and porn is exactly that – rhetoric. Anyone suggesting that what you see in Big Porn is about women’s sexual pleasure – that it is sexually positive for women – is either delusional or disingenuous. Similarly, in the everyday experiences of women and girls, much sex is consensual but is still experienced as miserable, unpleasant, humiliating, one-sided, painful.21 This is not about me determining what is right, as if I’m saying only certain types of conventional, old-fashioned sex are good. It’s about the women and girls who are sharing their experiences with us, if we listen, including revelations from the studies showing the orgasm gap, with women significantly less likely to climax during a sexual encounter, not just in porn, but in reality.22 As writer Lucy Morgan has put it in Glamour magazine, the ‘pervading cultural understanding of pornography is resulting in some of the worst sex we’ve ever had’.23 That women are experiencing so much ‘misery-making’ sex is a profoundly political and social issue.24 We should be subjecting this sexual environment to scrutiny and asking why we continue to put up with it. It emerges from the gender norms of patriarchy, that men are entitled to sexual gratification at all costs, that women’s pleasure does not matter, all embedded in our porn culture.

The pursuit of sexual freedom has to be wrestled away from the stranglehold of Big Porn. Crucially, though, this requires the control and regulation of porn. It won’t go away on its own, or without a fight. It needs to be removed from its central role in all of our lives, so that freedom can truly thrive – freedom on our terms, not the algorithmic desire making millions for Big Porn. Regulation, therefore, is essential to liberating women and particularly liberating women’s desire.



Reclaiming sexual freedom

Contrary to common assumptions, it is the liberal values of freedom and liberty, and the protection of human rights, that underpin the necessary regulations. It is not the case that privileging such rights and principles means no regulation of porn. Quite the opposite.

Indeed, my approach begins with nineteenth-century liberal philosopher and proto-feminist John Stuart Mill, whose harm principle underpins many regulatory frameworks in liberal democracies and can justify action here. His idea – that the state should only intervene in an individual’s actions to prevent ‘harm to others’ – is often invoked to argue against restricting pornography. Yet Mill’s notion of harm is deliberately broad and can encompass the very real harms produced by today’s porn, particularly since his understanding of liberty deliberately centres women’s freedom and the need to free them from ‘subjection’.25 Far from opposing regulation, Mill would have been rather keen on controlling the most extreme forms of sexually explicit material.26

He insisted that his philosophy was not about the ‘unrestricted satisfaction of one’s wants and desires’, but about the vital precautionary role for law. It’s the business of the law to prevent wrongdoing, he said, not to simply to patch up the consequences.27 This was particularly the case in relation to concerns such as the exploitation of women working in prostitution, which he called a great social ‘evil’. He was deeply troubled by the approach of many of his contemporaries, which blamed the women rather than the men who fuelled the demand.28 He was not convinced by an unbridled freedom to either purchase or sell sex, or state-sanctioned legalisation. Rather, he turned his ire on organised exploitation and those gaining financially from the suffering of others. Therefore, while his thinking was grounded in what were quite radical ideas for his time, his regulatory approach remained liberal, balancing competing interests and safeguarding freedom wherever it was free from coercion or exploitation. His approach – and mine – is captured in his assertion that ‘conflicting doctrines, instead of one being true and the other false, share the truth between them’.

A pragmatic, liberal approach, therefore, proceeds on the basis that wholesale bans are rarely appropriate or effective, but that some regulation is vital. This means taking seriously the real harms that flow from porn that reinforces inequality: when women are pressured or coerced, when sexual violence is legitimised and encouraged, when racist stereotypes are repeated, or when sexually explicit deepfakes are used to harass and silence. These are not inevitable features of sexual imagery. They’re the result of power imbalances and unjust systems – of patriarchy – which appropriate regulation can address. We need a liberal, pragmatic, political approach that is not grounded in abstract rules but is based on practical goals and in the realities of those experiencing harm.29

From this perspective, regulation is not about declaring all pornography oppressive, but about focusing on where it causes most damage – when it erodes women’s equal standing in society, restricts their freedom to speak, increases the likelihood of sexual violence and deepens social hierarchies. As US philosopher Martha Nussbaum has explained, it is this type of pornography, rather than sexual expression generally, that directly threatens core ideas of equality and autonomy that are fundamental to liberal societies.30 A liberal framework can hold two ideas together: that sexual expression can be liberating and joyful, and that it must be limited when it is used to exploit or silence. This balance avoids the extremes of blanket prohibitions on the one hand and total neglect on the other, aiming instead to create conditions where equality, autonomy and justice can coexist.

Human rights are women’s rights

One of the main ways these competing interests are navigated is by applying human rights standards. But the dominant focus is very much on defending the rights of (mostly) men wanting to consume porn, with any regulation of tech platforms almost always framed as restrictions on their rights, rather than being essential to securing women’s freedom.

We need to reframe these debates. Little is being said about how women’s rights are human rights, though some progress is being made. Back in 2015, when I was part of the campaign to criminalise rape porn, Parliament’s human rights committee backed us up, agreeing that prohibiting such material ‘enhances human rights’, rather than restricting them.31 It wasn’t a particularly original idea. We drew on case law from the European Court of Human Rights, as well as United Nations conventions. With Parliament agreeing, and the legislation being adopted, it seemed that a key argument had been won – human rights standards justified the restriction of some forms of pornography. Unfortunately, we’ve failed to capitalise on this success.

Ten years have passed and we are still having to make the argument that pornography silences women. We must redouble our efforts to explain that when we say ‘no’, it is often not heard and other times ignored, or misunderstood. Porn and its sex-positivity mantras also stop us from speaking out about disturbing sexual experiences.

Furthermore, its silencing effect goes far beyond our sexual experiences and seeps into our everyday lives, such as the ever-present threat of deepfake sexual abuse. Women’s voices are filtered through the norms established by porn: that women are inferior, that their wishes are to be dismissed and ignored, that they are deserving of abuse and humiliation. This is how mainstream porn limits women’s speech. Regulation is essential if we do indeed value everyone’s right to free expression, not just that of porn-lovers.

The algorithmic power of Big Porn has, in fact, only strengthened free speech arguments in favour of regulation. While there is some talk of regulation as a ‘thought-crime’, the interactive nature of porn today invalidates any notion of this just being about thoughts without consequences.32 Even if you ‘just’ view videos, you are actively shaping sexual scripts by sharing your data, fuelling demand, revealing your preferences. The social role and function of porn, its participatory nature, is undeniable.

Women’s privacy rights are threatened by a porn industry thriving on non-consensual porn marketed as a legitimate genre. Once niche, voyeuristic content is normalised online, with a high financial value for ‘real’ footage. This breaches our privacy rights, encouraging images to be taken up our skirts or down our blouses, making it necessary to check routinely every toilet and every hotel room for hidden cameras.

We need to bring these human rights debates up to date and recognise the central roles of Big Porn and Big Tech in controlling women’s speech and rights. This is no longer a private activity, it’s a participatory and mainstream one, permeating all aspects of society. It’s no longer about prioritising an individual user’s rights, but is about recognising the adverse impact on all of us. It’s about no longer being duped into believing that Big Porn’s freedom ensures our freedom.

The golden mean

I therefore take a very different stance from religious anti-pornography movements that seek to prohibit all pornography, framing it as immoral, obscene and offensive. There would be no better authority on that than Pope Francis, who talked in 2022 about the ‘abnormal consumption of sex on the web’ being ‘rampant’ and an ‘attack’ on the dignity of men and women.33 There are also many on the US religious right who talk of banning all pornography to ‘restore moral sanity’,34 and these campaigns commonly attempt to control women’s reproductive rights and other freedoms. While some of this religious rhetoric co-opts the cause of women’s equality, this is a smokescreen for their goal to entrench patriarchal power and control. My focus is on porn as eroticising, glorifying and entrenching gender inequality, not that it might cause ‘offence’ or is ‘immoral’ or may encourage people to have sex.

I don’t go as far as many feminist colleagues who challenge all forms of pornography as inherently exploitative and underpinning women’s oppression. I understand their concerns, and there are many lessons to be learnt from radical feminist thinking on pornography. Indeed, Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin were very prescient in calling out the power of the porn industry, talking about how the ‘pornographers have convinced many that their freedom is everyone’s freedom’. This is exactly what Big Porn has successfully done. Nonetheless, I want to hold space for sexual representations that are liberating, and for pursuing a more pragmatic agenda for change.

So my approach seeks the ‘golden mean’, some balance between polarised positions. It’s a difficult place to be. Back in 2007, the first seminar I organised with colleagues on the extreme pornography law brought together radical feminists, Feminists Against Censorship, organisations representing the BDSM community, free speech scholars and many more from across the political spectrum. Bringing together this diversity of views was thought so unusual that The Times sent journalist Andrew Norfolk (who would later expose the Rotherham sexual exploitation grooming gangs) to report on it, describing us as a group from ‘law professors to bondage aficionados’.35 We’d simply wanted to foster debate and seek some common ground.

But occupying the middle ground is a real challenge. Big Porn, male influencers and dominant liberal thinking frame these issues as binary – sex negative/positive, free speech/censorship – silencing critics as prudish or fuelling a ‘moral panic’. Arguments differentiating between particular forms of porn and laws are usually (deliberately) ignored. The label ‘pro-porn’ also masks nuance, as some producers, performers and writers are similarly critical of Big Porn and so are not pro any and all porn, but only indie, ethical, feminist porn.36

Liberating desire

All this is to say that the liberal values of freedom and liberty, and the rights of free speech and privacy, justify regulating patriarchal porn. This is in the negative sense of freedom from harm, as well as the positive sense of freedom to flourish, liberating our desires. In fact, the pro-porn and do-nothing lobbies are reactionary and regressive, seeking to preserve the rights of multi-million-dollar platforms to shape our behaviour in ways that are seriously harmful.

After all, the porn we are being fed is deeply illiberal. There is nothing progressive about championing porn where racism is rife and blatant. There’s nothing progressive about porn where women’s pleasure is ignored; where women are coerced; where sexually violent porn is commonplace; where we are encouraged to gain sexual gratification from visualising sex with very young-looking girls. There’s nothing progressive and liberal about a regulatory regime that enables search engines, social media platforms and payment providers to facilitate this misogynistic porn, serving up rape and incest porn as readily as puppy videos. Effective regulation is therefore not about policing sexual expression, but about dismantling an industry that weaponises pornography to suppress women’s liberty and freedom.

Therefore, while those who celebrate this porn and reject regulation claim to be the protectors of liberal values, they are not, and they are certainly not defenders of women’s autonomy and liberty. This book challenges the liberal defence of pornography on its own terms, arguing that it is essential that we regulate it and by doing so transform the pornography landscape. Reclaiming these liberal values are essential to reclaiming our sexual lives, our sexual freedom and securing greater equality and liberty for us all.
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Big Porn

We’re watching it on the bus, the Tube, on the plane instead of the inflight entertainment. We’re watching it in libraries. We’re watching it at the office, or at home when we’re supposed to be working. We’re watching it at school. We’re even watching it in Parliament.

Big Porn is the master manipulator, infiltrating and scripting our lives to such an extent that it’s almost unnoticed. It’s the cultural and political wallpaper surrounding us. Even if you think you’re immune – ‘I don’t watch it’, you might say – you’re not. Rest assured that every day you are almost certainly mixing with people who do, whether that be your children and family members, work colleagues, fellow commuters, friends and acquaintances. And beyond those you mix with, Big Porn is embedded in the lives of those who make decisions that affect all of our daily lives, the politicians, businesspeople, executives running internet platforms, content moderators, criminal justice personnel, the media.

You may think I’m exaggerating. Let me try to show that I’m not. Let’s start with some statistics. Globally, each day, Pornhub gets around 130 million visits.1 And it’s not just Pornhub. In 2022, XVideos attracted 3.32 billion visits per month and XNXX, 2.5 billion.2 Across the European Union, these three largest porn platforms, together with Stripchat, have over 45 million average monthly users.3 Another way to think about this is by comparisons with some household names. The top three pornography websites are visited more often than the likes of Amazon and Netflix.4

Thinking about the UK particularly, one third of adults visit porn websites each month.5 They’re mostly men (73 percent), equating to 10.1 million men. Pornhub is by far the most popular site, meaning that, throughout 2023, one in four adult men in the UK visited it.6 Another way to understand the cultural significance of Pornhub is to realise that, in December 2024, just one month, there were 185 million visits to Pornhub from the UK.7

Access to these sites is mostly via smartphones; it’s obvious really, but it’s the ease of access that explains both the increase and the normalisation.8 You can access it on your phone, in the same way you switch between emails, social media and music – mindless scrolling when we are bored or in want of distraction. It’s no longer a private, discreet activity. It’s mostly free, with only a very small proportion requiring payment.

Who is responsible for Big Porn?

The companies with a strangle-hold on the market are Pornhub, owned by Aylo, a Canadian multinational porn company that also owns many other porn sites including Redtube, YouPorn and Brazzers. There are other popular platforms, such as XVideos, XNXX and XHamster, which similarly dominate the rankings of most popular websites. Google plays its part in sustaining the world of porn by facilitating easy access to a range of sites, such as those featuring incest or rape porn. It serves up porn whenever it can, knowing this drives engagement.

Then there are some of the largest social media sites, the most important being X, which is awash with pornography. There are platforms hosting pornography whose terms of service prohibit it, such as Reddit, Twitch and Snapchat. Newly emerging social media sites such as Bluesky allow porn, but at the moment you have to wade through so many satirical comments about porn before you actually get to the real stuff that I suspect anyone genuinely searching for porn will be quickly put off (for now).

These social media sites play a significant role in sustaining the porn industry. For many teenagers, X provides their first foray into porn.9 Teenage boys particularly are using X, with the express intention of sourcing videos directly from porn actors, which they think is more ‘realistic’ than content on adult sites.10 Even on sites ostensibly banning pornography, such as Instagram, it is still pushed to young boys, including invitations and direct links to paid-for adult sites and services.11

The material on X is often more extreme than that on Big Porn, and because it is on a social media site, it is seen as lawful – it’s on X, so it must be OK. Their terms of service say that users must not upload ‘content promoting exploitation, nonconsent, objectification, sexualization or harm to minors, and obscene behaviours’. But there’s a clear mismatch between what is supposedly prohibited and what is allowed on the site.

I’m not, in this book, focused on smaller platforms producing indie, ethical or feminist porn, though I discuss these genres later.12 I’m not focused on queer porn, which rarely features on mainstream platforms and raises very different issues around users, impacts and empowerment.13 While there is some gay porn on the mainstream sites, that material requires specific analysis and is a small part of the sites overall. And the lesbian porn available on these sites is hardly ever about the sexual pleasure of women, instead catering to men’s fantasies of lesbianism.

The dark web is beyond my scope. Sure, there is some truly awful stuff there, but regulating that is another issue. I’m also not specifically addressing child sexual abuse material, as this category is already illegal, though this is part of the discussion about incest and teen porn. My focus is on the English-language porn sites available predominantly across Western societies. If accessing porn from parts of the Middle East, India and Africa, debates are different in terms of accessibility, and the nature of the content, particularly around racism, ethnic tensions and misogyny.

What about OnlyFans and similar sites? OnlyFans exploded into the public consciousness during the pandemic. It’s primarily a platform for sex workers, though the company loves to tell us that there are lots of recipes and pictures of pets. The key difference with OnlyFans is that it operates behind a paywall. You have to seek it out, pay for it and thereby disclose (some of) your identity.

After many concerns over access and content, OnlyFans has gone on a trust and safety offensive, introducing policies around the consent of everyone in videos, and tightening access requirements such as proof of identity. Nonetheless, serious questions remain about its moderation policies and the material available.14 Does it host some of the same sort of vile content that I will be discussing? Almost certainly. I’m not giving it a free pass. It is a huge corporation exerting influence on our political and cultural world and not in beneficial ways. Its very existence tells us a lot about our society. But it does provide greater agency and control for those working on the platform, and it is behind a pay wall, meaning that it is not freely and easily accessible to everyone. For this reason, few of us know what’s on there. There is a need for further investigation into its content, but for now, my focus is on the free-to-access mainstream sites.

The Children of Pornhub

A challenge to mainstream porn was made in December 2020, when the New York Times published an article titled ‘The Children of Pornhub’ by the award-winning journalist Nicholas Kristof.15 He highlighted how videos of rape, voyeurism, child abuse and other forms of assault had been uploaded to Pornhub without consent and downloaded millions of times. Kristof drew on the tireless work of campaigning organisations like the UK-based #NotYourPorn, survivors who courageously shared their stories and international movements targeting Pornhub, including Laila Mickelwait’s #TraffickingHub.16 The article lit a flame worldwide, drawing attention to Pornhub’s role in profiting from illegal and exploitative content. Very quickly, Pornhub realised it had to make significant changes and removed about ten million videos.

One year later, Kristof targeted XVideos with a similarly evocative New York Times piece entitled ‘Why Do We Let Corporations Profit from Rape Videos?’17 XVideos were continuing to profit from hosting child sexual abuse material and rape videos and were doing little about it. He bolstered his argument by referring to my research with colleagues into the content on mainstream porn websites.18 We had found that one in eight titles on the front pages of the most popular porn websites described sexual violence, and this included XVideos.

Survivor testimonies were at the heart of the article. Kristof shared the story of a young Australian woman who took her own life after the unbearable humiliation and abuse she’d experienced when a nude she’d shared with a trusted boyfriend ended up on XVideos and other porn sites around the world, and she found great difficulty getting it removed. These are the stakes, Kristof said, posing the question: do we side with her, or with XVideos?

Since these articles and worldwide outcry, Pornhub has been on a PR offensive. It renamed its parent company but while the ownership officially changed, the management remained much the same. Two executives moved on; the rest are still there. Pornhub claims that trust and safety is at the heart of all they do.19 Indeed, I’ve heard the full spiel myself from the lead for trust and safety and the head of brand and community appointed to restore the company’s reputation. And things have changed, to some extent. There is improved verification of uploaders, some of the most extreme searches are blocked and they work closely with trusted flaggers like the UK’s Revenge Porn Helpline to remove non-consensual material. But the content on their sites continues to include illegal material and promote non-consensual acts, and incest videos are rife.

Pornhub was forced to act by Mastercard and Visa. The credit card companies themselves faced public scrutiny after the New York Times articles due to their role in facilitating the illegal activities and, indeed, the fact that they too had known what was going on and had, until the publicity, failed to act. They finally withdrew their payment processing, effectively cutting off a significant portion of Pornhub’s revenue stream and initiating the changes at Pornhub. Similarly, it was only when Kristof named PayPal as still providing payment services for XVideos that PayPal removed their services from that site.

But what now? Multiple lawsuits continue against Pornhub, and against the payment providers, for facilitating the ongoing abuse of so many women and girls by repeatedly refusing to take down the illegal videos.20 Some cases have been settled, but Pornhub continues to fight many more. Not only are they defending the cases brought by abuse victims, but they commonly challenge any regulation that might reduce their profits.21 They are challenging the
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