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Abstract
In this article, we call for a more concerted effort to understand the ways in which 
pornography might be used in, and contribute to, intimate partner sexual violence 
(IPSV). We seek to address this through an overview of existing work and the 
introduction of data from an Australian-based project on women’s experiences of 
IPSV, where pornography use was an unexpected finding. Furthermore, we argue that 
there is a pressing need to address such issues now, given the increasing mainstreaming 
of pornography. Our findings contribute toward a better understanding of the 
context and dynamics of IPSV for women and suggest that pornography ought to be 
a greater focus in prevention efforts.
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Introduction

Intimate partner sexual violence (IPSV) is a hidden and poorly understood form of 
violence against women (Easteal & McOrmond-Plummer, 2006; McOrmond-
Plummer et al., 2014; Parkinson & Reid, 2014). Situated at the intersection between 
intimate partner violence (IPV) and sexual violence, IPSV incorporates a range of 
behaviors including rape, sexual assault, and sex obtained via coercion and threats 
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(Bagwell-Gray et al., 2015). IPSV is perpetrated almost exclusively by men, even 
more so than other forms of IPV, and is the most common form of sexual violence 
against women (Cox, 2015; Logan et al., 2015). Estimates suggest that around 10% 
of women may have experienced IPSV (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2015; Logan et al., 
2015; McLindon et al., 2018); however, given the stigma and silence surrounding this 
issue, it is highly likely that these figures are an underrepresentation.

Research seeking to understand the specific dynamics of IPSV is scarce (Tarzia, 
2020). Although there are important bodies of work exploring causal factors for men’s 
use of sexual violence more broadly (Malamuth et al., 2000; Peter & Valkenburg, 
2016), as well as for IPV (Abramsky et al., 2011), IPSV is neither “just” sexual vio-
lence nor “just” a form of IPV. Rather, it is a unique phenomenon that incorporates 
elements of both (Tarzia, 2020). Yet, the IPV literature in the main has failed to 
acknowledge the sexual element of IPSV (Cahill, 2001). Similarly, sexual violence 
scholarship largely overlooks the context of ongoing fear, coercion, and control that 
characterizes relationships in which IPSV is present (Logan et al., 2015).

In her ecological examination of IPSV, Laura Tarzia (2020) has identified particular 
factors that contribute to IPSV at the individual, relationship, community, and societal 
levels. Importantly, she suggests that pornography may be one of these factors, both at 
the level of the individual perpetrator and within wider society. This is an argument that 
has been widely acknowledged by sexual violence scholars (Foubert et al., 2019) but 
has not yet permeated the IPV literature to any large extent. Consequently, to date, there 
is little work specifically addressing the relationship between pornography and IPSV 
(cf. DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017). This is a critical oversight given that, as Walter 
DeKeseredy and Marilyn Corsianos (2016) argue, “Pornography plays a key role in 
women’s experiences of male violence in private places” (p. 57). Furthermore, in 
today’s cultural climate, there is a need to contextualize women’s experiences of IPSV 
within a pornified culture, where pornography consumption is increasingly normalized 
and largely legitimized, especially for young men (Dines, 2010; Lim et al., 2017).

In this article, we unpack the connections between pornography and IPSV through 
a thematic analysis of qualitative interviews with n = 38 survivors. While we acknowl-
edge the feminist debates regarding pornography and violence against women, we 
argue that these should not obfuscate the need to address the accounts of IPSV survi-
vors. Rather, given the ubiquity of pornography, we should expect—as researchers—
that pornography will be part of the landscape of heterosexual relations in many 
places, and more openly explore how women recount and understand the relationship 
between pornography and their own experiences of abuse. This article begins with 
outlines of the relevant literature regarding pornography and violence against women, 
before focusing on the limited extant literature relating to the specific relationship 
between pornography and IPSV. There is then a section on the broader context in terms 
of pornification and the cultural shift around pornography, as well as the shift within 
mainstream pornographic production and content since the turn of the century. Finally, 
we move to the “Findings and Discussion” section regarding women’s reported expe-
riences of IPSV and pornography from the Beyond Silence study in Australia and call 
for further research in this area to address potential overlaps and intersections between 
IPSV and pornography.
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Pornography and Violence Against Women

Pornography1 and violence against women have been linked in a variety of ways 
within an evidence base consisting predominantly of feminist research. This work 
includes claims that pornography creates and reinforces a culture in which violence 
against women is permissible (e.g., Dworkin, 1981; Itzin, 1992; Russell, 1993), that 
pornography harms women of color through perpetuating racist and sexist stereotypes 
(e.g., Benard, 2016; Collins, 1993), that pornography involves harm to women 
involved in its production (e.g., Bridges & Anton, 2013; Dines et al., 1998; MacKinnon, 
2006; Tyler, 2015), that pornography—as part of the wider sex industry—is part of  
a continuum of violence against women (e.g., Dworkin, 1981; Jeffreys, 2009; 
MacKinnon, 2006), and that pornography can be used to directly facilitate IPSV 
(Bergen & Bogle, 2000; DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017; Russell, 1998; Shope, 
2004). Much of this concern has been founded on an understanding that pornography 
frequently contains objectifying and dehumanizing portrayals of women, as well as 
regularly including aggression, abuse, and violence against women.2 Here, we provide 
some brief context with regard to feminist debates about pornography and violence 
against women, before considering the evolution of research that has focused on por-
nography and sexual violence against women specifically. We pay particular attention 
to research addressing women’s experiences of pornography use as a part of IPSV.

A note on feminist debates and pornography. It is important to acknowledge that femi-
nist debates about the relationship between pornography and violence against women 
have been well established for decades, both within and outside of the academy (Boyle, 
2000). These debates have often been heated and fractious. It is not our aim here to 
pass judgment on them but rather to acknowledge them and emphasize the need to 
include accounts of women’s lived experiences of violence (Bergen & Bogle, 2000), 
even if there are also accounts of women having more positive or contradictory rela-
tionships to pornography in other contexts (Ashton et al., 2018).

While we acknowledge the important work of feminists who have argued that the 
pornography industry itself must be seen as part of a continuum of men’s sexual vio-
lence against women (Dworkin, 1981; Jeffreys, 2009; MacKinnon, 2006), we also 
wish to note that such a position is not required to recognize the existence of violence 
against women in mainstream, commercial pornography and associated harms, includ-
ing the involvement of pornography in IPSV. As the following sections show, there are 
multifaceted ways in which pornography can be seen as connected to experiences of 
IPSV, and the following sections consider existing research on pornography as impli-
cated in IPSV, as well as the ways in which we must understand the changing nature 
of pornography content and consumption.

Pornography and IPSV

The extant literature on understanding how pornography facilitates, exacerbates, or 
perhaps even causes men’s sexual violence against women can be crudely split into 
two broad categories. The first category consists of early non-feminist work that 
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centers around laboratory studies of men’s exposure to pornography and subsequent 
reported attitudinal or behavior changes, much of which attempts to establish a direct 
causal relationship (e.g., Donnerstein & Berkowitz, 1981; Donnerstein & Linz, 1986; 
Feshbach & Malamuth, 1978; Malamuth, 1981; Zillmann & Bryant, 1984). For the 
most part, this work does not address IPSV directly. Within the second category—
which is our focus here—we find more feminist-informed and generally more qualita-
tive work. This second set of research engages with women’s experiences of coercion, 
violence, and pornography (including the experiences of women harmed in the pro-
duction of pornographic materials) as well as perpetrator reports of the use of pornog-
raphy in their enacting of violence against women. Within this broader literature is a 
subset of works that have addressed specifically women’s experiences of IPSV and 
pornography.

Feminist-informed studies on women’s experiences. Feminist scholars have been calling 
for research in this area to move beyond any attempt to “prove” a simplistic cause-and-
effect model for decades (e.g., Boyle, 2000; Cameron & Frazer, 2000; Russell, 1993). 
Raquel Bergen and Kathleen Boyle (2000) state, with regard to their own research, 
that “correlational data do not prove causality. While we cannot say that pornography 
causes violence against women, this research does provide more evidence about how 
pornography plays a role in the sexual violence experienced by some women” (p. 
232). This summarizes a significant proportion of feminist-informed work that seeks 
to understand a more complex multitude of relationships where pornography is impli-
cated in some forms of men’s violence against women, outside a narrow understanding 
of direct causality.

Debates about direct causality have frequently derailed potentially productive dis-
cussions about studies that provide a more qualitative sense of how women experi-
ence connections to pornography use in conditions of sexual violence. There is also 
important work that has explored the connections between pornography consumption 
and violence against women, as from the perspective of perpetrators (e.g., Jensen, 
1998), but—given the focus of this article—we will specifically consider here a 
smaller set of works that look at women’s experiences of IPV and intersections with 
pornography use. It is important to keep in mind, as noted by DeKeseredy and 
Corsianos (2016), that such research is relatively rare and, on the whole, work con-
sidering sexual violence and pornography use has largely fallen from favor, although 
this might be changing.

Some of the earliest public accounts of women explaining how they felt harmed or 
abused through the use of pornography in their intimate relationships occurred during 
the hearings for the Dworkin-MacKinnon ordinances in the United States during 
the mid-1980s, and women’s testimonies recorded for the U.S. Attorney General’s 
Commission on Pornography (also known as the Meese Commission), also during the 
1980s. These hearings provided significant evidence that some men use pornography 
as a tool to manipulate and force women to have certain types of sex, sex in which 
those women report not wanting to engage (Dworkin & MacKinnon, 1997; Russell, 
1998). In these contexts, many women spoke of how pornography had been used, in a 
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variety of ways, as part of their abuse. Sometimes, this took the form of having sexual 
images taken or distributed without their consent or explicitly against their will.3 For 
others, it was being shown pornography, under threat or coercion, and for others, it 
was pornography being used by a perpetrator as a kind of manual for carrying out the 
abuse (see also Kelly, 1988).

This evidence presented at the hearings suggests pornography was being used as a 
way to groom or coerce wives and girlfriends into accepting certain sex acts. For 
example, one woman who testified at the Messe Commission stated,

He told me if I loved him, I would do this. And that, as I could see from the things that he 
read me in the magazines initially, a lot of times women didn’t like it, but if I tried enough 
I would probably like it and I would learn to like it. (quoted in Russell, 1998, p. 144)

Another woman explained how pornography had been used by her husband to 
shape their sexual relationship:

Once we saw an X-rated film that showed anal intercourse. After that he insisted that I try 
anal intercourse. I agreed to do so, trying to be the available, willing creature that I 
thought I was supposed to be. I found the experience very painful and told him so. But he 
kept insisting that we try it again and again. (quoted in Russell, 1998, p. 144)

Compared with more contemporary expectations of pornography use and sexual 
access to women in heterosexual relationships (see Tyler, 2011), these accounts do 
not seem extreme. Some might even think them to be quite a normal part of hetero-
sexual relations in the current environment, but it is important to keep in mind that 
women put forward these experiences as being distressing and being experienced as 
forms of coercion.

Other studies (Bergen & Bogle, 2000; Shope, 2004) have focused on asking popu-
lations of abused women about the perpetrator’s consumption of pornography and/or 
use of pornography as part of any abuse. Bergen and Bogle (2000) find, for instance, 
that—of those women in their sample who reported knowing that their partner used 
pornography—40% reported that pornography was part of at least one abusive inci-
dent. In other examples, women reported a male partner watching pornography before 
committing an abusive act. Some women were also coerced to have pornography 
made of them. Janet Shope (2004) finds similar connections: 58% of the women sur-
veyed in her study reported that pornography affected their experiences of abuse. 
While her work is not qualitative, she notes that in an “attempt to empirically validate 
the harm of pornography, we have also silenced women’s voices and statistically 
manipulated their bodies. Women’s accounts . . . on the effects of pornography are 
minimized and/or ignored” (p. 69). Shope therefore calls for more research of the kind 
we report on in the Findings and Discussion section.

Some research has also considered abused women’s experiences of the comparative 
rates of distressing instances of pornography exposure or consumption, with women 
who have and have not experienced IPSV (Senn, 1993; Sommers & Check, 1987).  
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In the available studies, women who were in heterosexual relationships that involved 
violence (either sexual violence or other forms of assault or abuse) were much more 
likely to have been shown pornography that they were upset by or have been exposed 
to pornography in a way which upset them. Although this suggests some potential con-
nection between pornography and IPV, such studies can appear almost meaningless in 
a more contemporary context where pornography exposure is far more ubiquitous, as 
we discuss further in sections below.

These earlier studies specifically sought out information from participants about 
pornography use in the context of sexual violence. However, in more recent work by 
DeKeseredy and Hall-Sanchez (2017), the connection was not as explicit in the fram-
ing of the project. In their research, looking at the abuse endured by rural women dur-
ing the process of separation and divorce, DeKeseredy and Hall-Sanchez (2017) note 
frequent references that participants made to pornography. In the initial phase of anal-
ysis, it was found that 28 of the 43 women interviewed stated their estranged partners 
used pornography, and 12 disclosed that pornography was specifically involved in 
their assaults (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017). The researchers note, however, 
that the connections were made much clearer when they engaged in a second phase of 
research—“back talk”—where the participants could speak back to the researchers 
about their findings. They explain, “[t]hough the back-talk interview schedule did not 
include specific questions about pornography, most of the participants reported experi-
ences with various types of it” (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017, p. 836). Indeed, 
more than half reported pornography was involved in their sexual assaults.

As with earlier feminist studies, the participants also reported having pornography 
made of them and distributed without their knowledge or consent4 as well as coercion 
to watch pornography. There were also accounts that involved imitating what had been 
seen in pornography, or using pornography as a manual, as well as women linking 
their experiences of sexual abuse to a partner’s use of pornography. For example, one 
woman describes her experience:

I was asleep one night and he’d been up watching, I don’t know what the hell it was, but 
it was some kind of skin flick. But ah, he would, when he came to bed he, he woke me up 
by touching me and all that stuff . . . and I told him to leave me alone and he just, he kept 
going and um, ended up like shoving, he stuck his fingers inside me and I ended up 
shoving him out of the bed and I got beat up for that. (quoted in DeKeseredy & Hall-
Sanchez, 2017, p. 841)

This study is particularly relevant for our purposes here, as—in latter sections—we 
offer new data from research on women’s experiences of IPSV that also show women 
making these direct connections in their own individual experiences.

There can be little doubt that women’s reporting of experiences of IPSV and their 
sense of direct connections to pornography consumption are worthy of further investi-
gation. Not only is this an underresearched area, the limited data that do exist were 
mostly published 15 years ago or more (cf. DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017). As we 
explain further in the following section, to truly understand such experiences in 
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contemporary contexts, and in geographical locations such as Australia, it is imperative 
to consider changes in patterns of pornography consumption, content, and the broader 
trend of pornification.

Pornification and the Cultural Context of Heterosexual Relations

We contend that the mainstreaming of pornography is an important cultural shift that 
must be accounted for in studies of sex and sexuality, including studies of IPSV. The 
trend of “pornification” has seen the normalization of pornography consumption, 
particularly for younger men (Lim et al., 2017; Rissel et al., 2017), and, arguably, has 
also increased the legitimacy of such consumption. At the same time, and as the next 
section discusses, this shift has coincided with an increase in, and normalization of, 
“hard core” and/or “gonzo” pornography, which frequently features various forms of 
aggression, abuse, and violence against women (Dines, 2010; Jensen, 2007; Tyler, 
2011). We therefore argue that, in moving beyond a simple cause and effect model, it 
is important to attend to these trends to understand the cultural context in which het-
erosexual relations, including IPSV, take place.

The mainstreaming of pornography in much of the West, since the turn of the 21st 
century, has generated a lot of popular and academic interest (Boyle, 2018; Dines, 
2010; McNair, 2002; Paul, 2005; Rich, 2001; Tyler & Quek, 2016). Although there is 
significant debate about the meaning of this trend, there is widespread agreement that 
it is occurring. This process is often captured under the term “pornification.” A synthe-
sis of existing conceptualizations of pornification shows “an acknowledgment of the 
encroachment of pornography, and imagery like that promoted by the pornography 
industry,” into everyday life and the ways in which pornography and pornographic 
imagery are “fragmenting and blurring” into traditionally non-pornographic forms of 
culture (Tyler & Quek, 2016, pp. 1, 5).

The early establishment of “pornification” took place at a time of significant 
expansion for the mainstream pornography industry, especially in America (Tyler, 
2011). While the exact size of the pornography industry in the United States remains 
difficult to ascertain with any great precision, there was widespread agreement around 
the turn of the century that it grossed more than Hollywood and the U.S. popular 
music industries combined (McNair, 2002; Rich, 2001). Since then, new methods of 
distribution, coupled with new technology, have facilitated increasing consumption 
and new patterns of consumption, for example, streaming on smartphones (Lim et al., 
2017). In 2018, for instance, Porn Hub claimed that 80% of all traffic was directed to 
the site from tablets and smartphones (Porn Hub, 2018). Rather than the previously 
common representation of pornography as an underground or avant-garde industry, it 
has become widely considered part of everyday popular culture in the West (Williams, 
2007). Therefore, there are two intertwined and important elements of the process of 
pornification that are especially relevant to understanding potential connections 
between IPSV and pornography: increasing consumption of pornographic material, 
and the increasing legitimacy of both pornographic material and its consumption.
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Pornification and the porn industry boom laid the foundations for the common-
place nature of the consumption of pornographic material, particularly by young 
men. In Australia, for example (where the data in the following sections were col-
lected), approximately three quarters of Australian men report having watched por-
nography in the last year (Rissel et al., 2017). Younger cohorts of men are even more 
likely to consume pornographic material, with a recent Australian study (Lim et al., 
2017) finding 99% of male respondents under 30 years of age report accessing por-
nography in the previous 12 months. Younger men are also more likely to be habitual 
consumers of pornography. Lim and colleagues (2017) found, for instance, that 35% 
of their young, male respondents reported accessing pornography daily and a further 
46% reported accessing pornography on a weekly basis. This is particularly concern-
ing given that studies show associations between young men’s pornography use, 
greater rape myth acceptance, and objectification of women (Seabrook et al., 2019). 
Although young women are also more likely to be consumers than older women, their 
consumption patterns differ significantly from young men’s: only 4% report daily 
consumption in the last year (Lim et al., 2017) and 17% report not having accessed 
any pornographic material at all.

Moreover, the cultural trend toward normalization has not only meant that consum-
ing pornography is acceptable but that pornography has become positioned as a cul-
tural authority on sexuality. Pornography is elevated to a status of “how-to” guide in 
some elements of popular culture, as well as through more medicalized channels such 
as sex therapy and sexology (Tyler, 2016). Indeed, some sex therapists have gone on 
record to state that they recommend that patients use pornography “like a textbook” 
(Eberwein, 1999, p. 193). As Tyler (2011) argues, further analysis shows that, even 
when the content is not explicitly violent, this practice amounts to adding medical 
authority to a model of sexuality in which heterosexual women are positioned as “sex-
ually servicing” their male partners, rather than being equal partners participating with 
enthusiastic consent. Such practices signal the potential for a greater coercive cultural 
environment for pornography use and the mimicking of acts in pornography within 
intimate heterosexual relationships. That is, if pornography is presented with this level 
of normalization and authority, it could be limiting the conditions under which women 
feel able to refuse when partners want to involve pornography or imitate pornography 
in their own sex lives, with particular implications for lived experiences of IPSV. This 
issue is of further concern once we consider the content of contemporary mainstream 
pornography.

Violent and abusive content in mainstream pornography. During the shift toward increased 
pornography consumption, and increasingly normalized pornography consumption, 
particularly among younger men, there has also been a shift in production and content. 
During the early 2000s, as the pornification trend was being more prominently docu-
mented, there was a shift to “gonzo porn.” This is pornography made much more 
cheaply than older pornographic films and in which there is no plot; the focus is spe-
cifically on a series of sex acts. Many, both within the academy and within the porn 
industry itself, attribute this shift as facilitating more extreme and more violent and 
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abusive sex acts in the porn industry (Tyler, 2011). As with other kinds of pornography 
(Benard, 2016; Collins, 1993), racism is prominent in “gonzo porn” and is intercon-
nected with its forms of extremity and abuse (Dines, 2006). By the early 2000s, gonzo 
was one of the most common forms of pornography available on video (Anderson, 
2003; Dines, 2010; Jensen, 2007).

Moving forward to the current era of free-to-access online streaming, gonzo is less 
a new form of pornography and more an archetype. In a groundbreaking study in 2010, 
Ana Bridges and colleagues found that in a sample of 304 scenes from best-selling 
pornography, 88.2% contained “physical aggression, principally spanking, gagging, 
and slapping” and that “perpetrators of aggression were usually male, whereas targets 
of aggression were overwhelmingly female”(Bridges et al., 2010, p. 1065). They also 
note that female victims of aggression were often shown in ways that suggested they 
did not mind what was happening to them or even that they enjoyed it. This is an 
important distinction, as some previous studies (e.g., McKee et al., 2008) have not 
coded acts as violent if the target was shown to be enjoying what was done to them 
and, therefore, have determined that less violence exists. Others claim that while there 
is substantial gender inequality represented in pornography (Klaassen & Peter, 2015) 
and that violent content exists, it is no longer increasing as a portion of overall content 
(Shor & Seida, 2019). However, as Jennifer Gosset and Sarah Byrne (2002) point out, 
in their analysis of internet pornography sites focusing on rape, “[t]he accessibility of 
violent pornographic images on the Internet makes questions regarding the proportion 
of violent pornography less important” (p. 705). That is, in comparison with earlier 
studies in the 1980s and 1990s, when male consumers had to much more consciously 
seek out illegal material, the separation between men who sought out violent content 
and those who did not was potentially more marked than today’s context of “someone 
typing ‘rape’ on a search engine” (p. 705). It is clear that consumption has increased, 
as has the accessibility of pornography that depicts aggression and violence and pro-
motes a model of sexuality not commensurate with women’s sexual autonomy and 
equality.

Therefore, it is more important than ever to understand pornography consumption 
as part of the cultural milieu in which heterosexual relationships take place, and to 
further analyze the ways in which it is connected to experiences of sexual abuse and 
violation within heterosexual relationships. The current context in places like Australia 
represents a substantial change from the context of earlier works which assumed a 
clear and determinable difference between cohorts of consumers and non-consumers. 
Although there are certainly men who do not consume pornography or have con-
sciously chosen to give up consuming pornography, this is increasingly rare, particu-
larly among younger cohorts. This makes it increasingly difficult to attribute any 
specific influence to pornography, because of the level of cultural saturation it has 
attained (not only in terms of men’s consumption but also women’s consumption) and 
the more public and legitimizing processes of pornification. Furthermore, how por-
nography is defined and understood may be shifting as a result of its normalization, 
creating new challenges for researchers in trying to examine its influence. For exam-
ple, forms of image-based sexual abuse such as “sexualised photoshopping” may not 
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be understood as pornographic, given that we are surrounded by sexualized imagery 
on a daily basis (McGlynn et al., 2017). This is all the more reason to explore women’s 
lived experiences and the ways that they recognize and define pornography in the 
context of their sexual relationships. Even though pornography’s influence is likely to 
be underreported (i.e., many women will not know what constitutes the influence of 
pornography), it is important information. We must create a space where women feel 
it is acceptable to share negative experiences of pornography and any connections they 
have experienced between pornography and IPSV.

Method

The Beyond Silence Study

The data used in this article were collected as part of a larger qualitative study, Beyond 
Silence, exploring women’s experiences of IPSV in Australia. Participants were 
women living in Australia and aged 18 years or older, who self-identified as having 
experienced unwanted or non-consensual sexual experiences in relationships. What is 
particularly interesting is that pornography was not directly asked about in this study. 
Participants were simply given the opportunity to reflect on their experiences of IPSV, 
with prompting to speculate about their partner’s motivations or any underlying causes 
for the violence. In other words, where pornography was mentioned, it was driven by 
the participant. Consequently, it is possible that the prevalence of pornography use  
by the participants’ male partners, and its impact on their sexual experiences, was 
higher than suggested by the data. Ethical approval for the study was received from the 
University of Melbourne Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC #1749979).

Recruitment

Women were recruited via social media (specifically, Facebook and Twitter) using 
safe methods that have been utilized in several previous studies (Tarzia et al., 2017). 
Interested women who viewed the study advertisements were able to click through to 
an online expression of interest form. The form requested that they input their first 
name, safe telephone number, and/or email address (that their abusive partner or other 
person did not have access to). A research assistant then contacted the women using a 
generic email address (referring to a “Women’s Health Study”) to confirm interest and 
provide a copy of the study Plain Language and Consent form.

Data Collection

Data were collected via unstructured, narrative-style, in-depth interviews, conducted 
by L.T. either face to face or by telephone. Unstructured or narrative interviews typi-
cally involve a single question to set the scene before allowing the participant to tell 
their story in their own words (Low, 2007). Although follow-up questions (or probes) 
can be asked by the researcher, it is more akin to a conversation than an interview, and 
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the participant primarily guides the direction and focus (Low, 2007). In this case, 
women were asked the key question: “Can you tell me about a time in a relationship 
when something happened sexually that you didn’t consent to?” and the research 
encounter proceeded from there depending on the participant’s answers.

The topic of IPSV is highly sensitive and potentially distressing, presenting a chal-
lenge to this type of research. Yet, studies consistently indicate that women want to be 
asked about their experiences and have their voices heard (Valpied et al., 2014). In the 
event that a woman did become distressed during an interview or at any other time, a 
protocol was developed to guide the response from the research team. This included 
referral to appropriate services and the provision of discreet resource cards. In addi-
tion, L.T. is an experienced interviewer who has worked in the specific area of vio-
lence against women for several years and is committed to a safe, woman-centered, 
and ethical approach to research.

The interviews lasted between 22 and 83 mins (the average was 45 mins) and were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data Analysis

Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) reflexive thematic analysis was used to guide the 
analysis for this article. Reflexive thematic analysis is an approach in which the sub-
jectivity and reflexivity of the researcher are central (Braun & Clarke, 2019). L.T. read 
and re-read all the transcripts multiple times to embed herself in the narratives. Initial 
descriptive codes were then developed, as well as researcher notes and comments on 
passages of the text. Following this, descriptive codes were grouped together into 
interpretative codes, and these in turn were grouped into overarching themes. In 
reflexive thematic analysis, themes are understood as being shared patterns of mean-
ing across a dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2019) as opposed to being merely descriptive 
summaries. The preliminary themes were then discussed with M.T., who has an exten-
sive theoretical knowledge around pornography, and further refined. In keeping with 
points made by Braun and Clarke (2006), we do not emphasize the relative prevalence 
of particular themes in the following discussion, but rather aim to show that particular 
discourses exist.

Findings and Discussion

Thirty-eight women participated in an interview. The majority were aged between 18 
and 49 years, were employed (either full- or part-time), and had completed some level 
of higher education. A third were currently partnered, predominantly with a different 
partner to the one who had perpetrated the sexual violence. More than half were living 
with their children. Most of the women spoke English as a first language and did not 
identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. All of the women experienced IPSV 
perpetrated by a male partner, although the recruitment was open to women in same-
sex relationships.
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Three main themes—pornography as a sex manual, all about his pleasure, and 
dehumanizing and devaluing—were developed through an analysis of the interview 
data describing the relationship between pornography and IPSV. These are described 
in detail below with supporting quotations.

Pornography as a Sex Manual

Nearly one in five women specifically described how their partner wanted to “try 
out” different sexual acts or scenarios that he had seen in pornographic films or on 
the internet. Some of these participants felt that the consumption of pornography 
drove their partners to desire more and more violent or graphic sex acts to become 
aroused.

The “empty” [ejaculation] wasn’t good enough, it wasn’t arousing enough. He was just 
saturated with all that violent shit from the internet . . . (Jane)

I have a theory that he is or was one of the guys that watched too much pornography and 
I don’t think that he could get an erection unless he acted out certain things. I think he’d 
just watched far too much before he partnered with me . . . and I think he had to do it in 
order to perform. (Barbara)

Knowing what I know now, he’s obviously been watching porn. He’s got it [sex act] from 
there and he’s wanted to try it. (Natalie)

Even though he stopped watching porn he still wanted anal sex, but I don’t know how 
strong—I don’t know, like I don’t know if once the desire is created through watching 
porn, seeing that as a normal thing, it just stays with you even if you stop watching porn. 
(Narelle)

Connected to this was the idea that all women must love sex, be open to experi-
menting and trying new things. Some of the women’s partners used pornography as a 
way of normalizing their expectations.

I had this idea in my mind that there are women out there that want to have sex all the 
time and that their partners are very happy. . . . I mean sex is everywhere—in advertising, 
in movies, not to mention porn. There’s that whole thing like men are always checking 
out boobs. So, there’s this idea that they [men] want a lot [of sex]. (Natalie)

I think there’s this thing—and I don’t know how much but I think maybe quite a bit 
comes from porn honestly where women are portrayed as being these sort of—they 
should be a particular way where they’re willing to do absolutely everything. (Alice)

It would be verbally saying stuff, like, using pornography to make me think those things 
were normal, and that’s what everybody does. So, like, planting seeds of ideas of this is 
what you should want to do. (Kate)
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Six women described being forced to watch pornography, despite expressing reluc-
tance to do so. For example,

He would make me watch pornography with him that I found very, very demeaning and 
just made me squirm. He actually wanted to have sex while it was on and I just didn’t 
. . . I didn’t even want to be there let alone do anything else. But there was always that 
pressure and then he always wanted to introduce toys or different things or in public 
places. (Eliza)

There were other times where he would try and force me to watch porn with him because 
he was really sexual and into porn and I’m not. (Chelsea)

He wanted me to watch porn, a lot of gangbanging. Horrible stuff that I’d look at and 
think, yeah, interesting. Can I read my book now? (Jane)

All About His Pleasure

Beyond the specific connections made by the participants with regard to pornography 
and their experiences of IPSV, the majority of the women described their sexual rela-
tionships as being focused, almost exclusively, on their male partner’s pleasure, with 
their role as servicing his sexual demands. This was usually at a significant cost to 
them, not just their own pleasure but their well-being and safety.

He didn’t care if I was crying or he didn’t care if I was asleep, or if I was saying no. It was 
really just, I guess, a selfish thing. I don’t know. I don’t know. (Krystal)

I knew that he was about to finish and I yelled at him, “Don’t! Get off me!” But he 
finished inside of me against my wishes. . . . But he was “just enjoying himself” and he 
“didn’t mean anything by it” and, you know, “oh well it just happened, oh sorry, I was 
. . .”—he just didn’t want to miss out I guess on his happy ending. (Adele)

He didn’t really seem to care that I said I hated it [anal sex]. He’d still ask for it and yeah, 
you know, I mean, so it kind of, like . . . That relationship was about four and a half years 
and probably for the first couple of years I would let him do it maybe three or four times 
a year, because it was something that he just really wanted, but I hated it. I hated that he 
didn’t care that I hated it. (Corinne)

For many of the women, sex became a site of power and domination, and some-
times part of the sexual turn-on was the woman’s reluctance.

[He would make] me feel like I don’t have an option but just to service him like I’m a 
prostitute. (Clare)

It also comes down to not just a sense of entitlement, but also a sense of power. I’ve got 
this power over this person, I’ve got this control over this person, and it’s also a sexual 
turn on for them. (Nadia)
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His way of having sex was really quite . . . He was dominant; he was dominant in that 
experience and I just didn’t like it; I just didn’t enjoy it. (Zara)

Dehumanizing and Devaluing

The focus on male pleasure, and the connections participants made between this, male 
sexual entitlement and domination and power, can also be seen in the way women 
talked, more specifically, about practices that were overtly dehumanizing or devaluing 
of them. Within this theme, several women identified the problematic nature of por-
nography and how it led to women being devalued and dehumanized in wider 
society.

I think a lot of men just think that we should be like that [porn stars] or else we’re not 
good enough, hot enough, whatever, and they have a sort of idea and we’re not somehow 
human to them, I think. Yeah, it’s like it sort of dehumanizes us. We’re things that are 
there to be enjoyed perhaps but we’re not human. (Alice)

I think porn is a massive issue, something that I thought was cool when we were together, 
I was like, yeah, I like porn. Everyone likes porn, that’s great. But I really do feel like that 
massively impacts the way that women are treated, especially young women going in and 
feeling like that’s how you should be treated in relationships. (Kate)

In their own relationships, participants described how they were treated as objects 
to be used sexually, rather than as human beings.

“I’m only stopping because of the baby,” he said. “I’m only stopping because of the baby. 
But I have a right to your cunt at any time I like. If I want a fucking empty I will have a 
fucking empty in your cunt.” (Jane)

He’d make me give him oral sex and then swallowing and that was just like, oh my God. 
I wasn’t into that at all and even when I was gagging and spitting it out and stuff he was 
like, yeah alright, whatever. (Faith)

The message that I was clearly getting is, “You are not a sexual or a romantic partner for 
me. But I will let out my sexual urges on you, by masturbating on you, because that’s all 
you’re worthy of.” (Romy)

Through sex, the women’s male partners sought to degrade them, including filming 
them.

He got me to make a home video once using a vibrator and then he stored it at his house 
and my teenage son came across it. (Faith)

He would ring me three, four, five, six times to get me home to give him a blow job. Give 
him an empty. Give him an empty. That’s his language, not mine. The physical violence 
just increased. There was a lot of attempts for anal rape. That’s a bit difficult because it’s 
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a small hole. But he would just persist. There would be sticks involved for penetration 
purposes. There would be dog collars that he wanted me to wear. (Jane)

So, we were having sex. He was behind me. He—I must have still had my undies on but 
that was not normal for me. I don’t normally do that. . . . He’s come on my back and then 
he pulled my undies back up over it. It was my only pair of undies. I remember I just burst 
into tears. I couldn’t put my finger on it then, but it was humiliating. That was obviously 
his intention. (Narelle)

Bringing the Themes Together

As we outline in earlier sections, the cultural trend of pornification means that pornog-
raphy is a ubiquitous part of life for many men in Australia. While a lesser number of 
women consume pornography, it is also a part of the sexual lives of many. We need to 
understand heterosexual relations to be occurring within the context of this broader 
cultural shift, including experiences of IPSV. In addition, as our discussion below 
highlights, there is also a need to acknowledge the reflections that survivors of IPSV 
offer with regard to the influence of pornography and experiences of sexual objectifi-
cation, humiliation, coercion, and violence.

The IPSV survivor participants in the Beyond Silence study recounted being sub-
jected to a variety of acts that they described as demeaning, devaluing, coercive, and 
violent, and we can understand these as related to, or informed by, pornography in 
several ways. In some instances, the women interviewed made a clear and direct con-
nection between pornography and the way in which abuse was perpetrated by their 
partner. This connection is strongest in the “pornography as a sex manual” theme. 
Some women reported recognizing the influence of pornography on behavior and 
norms, while others spoke of direct experiences of coercion with pornography. In 
these latter examples, women were not claiming that pornography caused or created 
the coercion per se, but rather that the pornography was used in the coercion. These 
reports are similar to the theme of coercion in consumption found by DeKeseredy and 
Hall-Sanchez (2017).

Women also mentioned pornography being used as a grooming tool (e.g., “using 
pornography to make me think those things were normal”), which mirrors accounts in 
some foundational work in this area (Russell, 1998). Several women noted their part-
ner’s use of pornography as influencing them and, again, there is a strong resemblance 
here to the findings in the more recent research from DeKeseredy and Hall-Sanchez 
(2017) and also earlier work from Bergen and Bogle (2000). It is worth considering, 
for further context, that the replication of acts from pornography is not unusual, even 
among the general population. In one Australian study (McKee et al., 2008), 59% of 
respondents reported that they had applied something they had seen in pornography in 
their own sex lives, and this is coupled with the increasing positioning of pornography 
as a “cultural authority” on sexuality, as discussed earlier. Therefore, although the 
debates about correlation and causation with regard to pornography and sexual vio-
lence are complex, it is also important to note that many pornography users self-report 
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mimicking pornography. Moreover, given the often aggressive and frequently violent 
content found in even mainstream, easily accessible pornography, as discussed in the 
above sections, there should be concerns around consumers self-reporting the influ-
ence of pornography in their own sexual behavior.

The more diffuse connections between pornography and violence made by the 
Beyond Silence participants occurred within descriptions of a sexual relationship in 
which a male partner’s pleasure took precedence, even at the cost of a woman’s phys-
ical or psychological well-being or safety. In the “all about his pleasure theme,” 
women recount having partners demand sexual acts that they have clearly communi-
cated they “hate,” crying during sexual activity, and being raped. Some respondents 
reflected on such experiences through a broader construction and power dynamics of 
heterosexuality, including a sense of men’s sexual entitlement and sexual desire for 
control or domination, and an expectation that they “service” their male partners. 
Although in these quotes the women do not implicate pornography specifically, their 
accounts bear an almost eerie similarity to feminist critiques of the pornographic 
construction of heterosexual norms (Tyler, 2011). Such an argument does not suggest 
pornography creates the problem of sexual coercion or sexual violence, but rather 
points out that it shores up an existing narrative that women should be sexually sub-
servient to their male partners, and that this, in turn, can help to create a conducive 
context for violence against women, including experiences of IPSV.

In a broader cultural environment where men’s dominance and women’s “service” 
role is eroticized, it is not surprising that women also report experiences of feeling 
devalued or objectified. Some of the above accounts are coupled with more overt vio-
lence, whereas others recount various acts as having been violations in a number of 
other ways. One woman explained that, on reflection, she understood her partner’s 
motivation as humiliation. Some women also made connections between pornography 
and a perpetrating partner’s sexual norms or sexual scripts (for a discussion of pornog-
raphy and sexual scripts, see Sun et al., 2016). That is, they felt pornography was part 
of the boundary setting for what is considered “normal” and even shaped their own 
expectations of what was acceptable. As one participant put it, “I really do feel that 
[pornography] massively impacts the way that women are treated . . . and feeling like 
that’s how you should be treated in relationships.” While another added, “Yeah, it’s 
like it [pornography] sort of dehumanizes us.” Interestingly, these are further instances 
where, in their own reflections, the women in the Beyond Silence study presented 
similar perspectives to those put forward in feminist critiques of pornography. In par-
ticular, that the objectification and humiliation they reported in their experiences of 
IPSV, they also saw reflected in pornography.

Conclusion

IPSV is still an underresearched area, and this article has contributed to new work 
which seeks to understand the role of pornography in “women’s experiences of male 
violence in private places” (DeKeseredy & Corsianos, 2016, p. 57). Direct mentions 
of, and general reflections about, pornography and pornographic themes were 
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unexpected findings of the Beyond Silence project on women’s experiences of IPSV in 
Australia, in that the interviewer did not ask about pornography and it was not part of 
the overall project remit. But perhaps such findings should not be, in a more literal 
sense, unexpected. As we have argued, it is important to understand such findings 
within the broader context of pornification, increasing pornography consumption 
(including near universal consumption among younger men), and the frequently 
aggressive and violent content of mainstream pornography. Indeed, there is likely a 
need to understand all experiences of IPSV within a context of these trends in any 
geographic location where pornography is easily accessible, and its consumption is 
socially acceptable.

Some of our findings echo themes found in the very limited extant literature 
addressing IPSV and pornography, namely, coercion to watch pornography and por-
nography being used as a “manual” by an abusive male partner. Given these similari-
ties, we call for future IPSV studies to ask survivors about their partner’s use of 
pornography and any perceived connections between experiences of IPSV and por-
nography. This latter point is of particular interest as the findings here show that some 
women have reflected on these connections themselves, and their voices should not be 
excluded from the broader discussions about the ways in which pornography and vio-
lence against women can overlap and intersect.
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Notes

1. Following from Dines et al. (1998), we take pornography to be material that is marketed 
as pornography. This includes, for example, in older contexts, material such as Playboy or 
Hustler magazines and pornographic films sold in pornography stores. And, in more con-
temporary contexts, this includes material that is free to access on websites such as Porn 
Hub or X-Tube, or pay-per-view pornography made by more traditional porn producers 
such as Wicked Pictures, Vivid Entertainment, and Bang Bros.
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2. For an analysis of abusive, aggressive, and violent themes in contemporary mainstream 
pornography, see Bridges et al. (2010). For a more theoretical discussion of how pornog-
raphy can itself be defined as containing these elements, see Dworkin and MacKinnon 
(1997).

3. Something that would more readily be recognized now as “revenge porn” or image-based 
sexual abuse (IBSA). See, for example, McGlynn et al. (2017).

4. Again, there are similarities here with what would generally be described as “revenge 
porn” or IBSA. Although beyond the scope of this article, there are certainly crossovers 
between the kinds of abuse women describe in the study analyzed in this article and the 
way in which McGlynn et al. (2017) set up—drawing on Liz Kelly’s work—a continuum 
of IBSA, that warrant further investigation. This is particularly important, given that other 
foundational work in the area of IBSA, and the changing nature of technology and sexual 
violence (e.g., Powell & Henry, 2017), tends not to engage with issues of commercial por-
nography and women’s experiences of sexual abuse.
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