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Population Porn: How Internet Porn Alters and Effects Individuals


The advent of internet pornography is a dangerous outlet right at the fingertips of anyone who has accesses to the internet. While many argue that internet pornography has benefits for individuals, research shows that there is also a deep cesspool of negative effects. Some examples of the so-called benefits are providing people with sex education, and a safe outlet for sexual exploration. Another benefit is that porn offers people the ability to live out their fantasies without ever acting upon them. However, the negative effects are ever growing as research and behavioral studies expand on what we know. New York City based reporter Melinda Carstensen explores some of the common statements about these negative implications of internet pornography in her article, “What Porn Does to Your Brain.” Carstensen has written for Fox News, Self Magazine and has worked as an editor for EverdayHealth.com. Similarly, investigating the implications of internet pornography with common sense is clinical psychologist David Ley. Ley's practice in New Mexico focuses on mental health and substance abuse, but he began his practice treating victims of sexual abuse in addition to writing many well-acclaimed books. In his article for Psychology Today, “Common Sense about Internet Pornography,” Ley clarifies what we really know about internet porn and if we have reason to worry. Many argue that porn is not the problem in and of itself, but that it is the internet's easy accessibility and expansion of pornography that is the problem. Charles Seife is well acclaimed writer and professor at the Arthur L Carter Journalism Institute at New York University who has published many articles on the role of technology in our lives. In his essay, “The Loneliness of the Interconnected,” he focuses on the impact of the ever-expanding web in our lives. He zooms in on how our interconnections and the vast pool of content at our fingertips can be detrimental. While Seife is not directly taking part in the discussion of internet pornography, his ideas clearly coincide and are relevant to that debate. Internet pornography is causing aggression and normalizing rape culture, as well as creating unrealistic viewpoints on how couples ought to interact with one another in the bedroom. In addition, it is effecting how our youth understand sex, and is being used as an unreliable source for sex education. Furthermore, many find themselves addicted to it, which only strengthens the negative effects it is having on them. As a result, we have a population who grows up on porn, is misinformed, mistreating one another, and addicted to it all.


The internet has made pornography and other explicit adult materials easily accessible to youth; this exposure effects how youth develop realistic or unrealistic views of sex and can be used as an unreliable source for sex education. In an age where our lives circulate around technology, many are beginning to examine the implications of a wired in life. Seife discusses some of these controversial implications, at one point focusing on the idea of audience and accessibility. He suggests it used to be hard for many to gain an audience unless they had money, extreme eloquence, or some combination of the two. In contrast to how things used to be Seife states, “The audience problem […] vanished. The Internet's vast interconnection made it possible for everyone to hear everyone else—and to be heard by everyone else. This is perhaps the most important and radical change wrought by digital information. Every single person hooked up to the web can instantly reach every other person. Your audience is potentially the whole world" (293). Though this may sound like a wonderful thing, the interconnection and the vastness of the web in relation to the rise of the internet porn industry, which lacks enforcement of viewing restrictions, allows for youth to easily view pornography and explicit material from a young age. In fact, the average age for exposure to explicit material is 11 to 13 years old. At a time when our youth are still absorbing and shaping their morals, ideologies, and perspectives on the world, it is crucial that we are aware of the easy and vast accessibility to adult content. While some argue that porn can actually serve as useful sex education material, and is a healthy way of having youth explore their sexuality and bodies on their own, there are far more negative implications to be considered. For one thing, porn creates unrealistic depictions of what sex is really like. Ley explores this argument that claims pornography can be a useful tool and a safe way for children to learn about sex. He states, “Kids are going to the Internet to learn about sex. Learning about sex by watching porn is like learning to shoot a gun from watching Bruce Willis movies. Both are fantasy-based entertainment, and by following either one, somebody’s bound to get hurt" (Ley). Although porn arguably is an easy way to learn what sex itself looks like, it is not a reliable source for learning fundamental sex education. Most porn does not display safe use of contraception, nor does it focus on how couples  realistically interact with one another. In other words, porn is created for entertainment and pleasure, not for educational purposes. The audience problem Seife mentions may have vanished, but some people are not meant to be an audience to certain material to begin with. Internet pornography, which is now easily accessible to anybody with access to the internet, is exposing young people to a sexual fantasy world, improperly educating them about sex, and setting them up for unrealistic and potentially dangerous ideas about sex.


Similarly, internet pornography is not only a bad instruction manual for sex, but it is also an unrealistic depiction of how couples sexually interact with one another. The internet can be a useful tool for connection with others and even finding useful information within seconds. Yet, as we read with Seife, it is also a dangerous playground for anybody with a wild belief. Seife elaborates on this idea with an example of a mysterious disease that was beginning to get attention after a mother, Mary Leitao, posted about it online. The disease, later called Morgellons disease, began to attract attention on her website from others who felt that they or someone they knew was also suffering from the ailment. However, this disease was proven a myth and the Center for Disease Control (CDC) made that very clear to all who were claiming to suffer from it. Somehow, despite all the medical experts who had proven that the illness was false, the disease only began to become more prevalent in the eyes of those who claimed to have it. It became normal. As Seife concludes, "Soon there was a big community in which the bizarre belief—that there were unidentifiable little organism crawling under your skin—was completely normal"(296). This belief became normalized not only because it was so widespread on the internet, but because it was gathering a large following. It is a bizarre example of how we can begin to believe anything is accurate or true simply because it is online. The internet is a wonderful breeding ground for strange and unrealistic ideas. While this example is far different from internet porn, it shows us how easily people can become enamored with what they see on the internet and begin to see it as normal. They can even become addicted to it and begin to absorb those ideas. In the case of internet pornography, this can mean believing that what we see are realistic depictions of how couples interact sexually. Lawmakers in Virginia wanted to pass a law to regulate pornography more closely because of their concern about the effects it was having on viewers. Carstensen brings them into the discussion to support her argument about the dangers of pornography. Carstensen states, "In their proposed legislation, Virginia lawmakers claim pornography is ‘addictive,’ promotes normalization of rape, may lessen the ‘desire to marry,’ and ‘equates violence with sex,’ encourages ‘group sex,’ ‘risky sexual behavior’ and infidelity, among other effects". Just as people easily normalize and believe the bizarre stories such as that of Morgellons disease online, so too can people become injected with unrealistic and potentially dangerous sexual ideas. These ideas can then become an integral practice in their sex lives and begin to seem normal, creating relationship problems, emotional, and physically disconnect, and causing people to tread a dangerous line between what is normal and safe and what is bizarre and potentially dangerous.


Along that same line, the rise of the age of internet pornography has increased aggression in sexual relationships. Internet pornography, like many things on the internet, is full of niches and different groups where anybody can find a vast variety of porn. A few categories of porn that have already become quite prevalent depict violence and aggression. Even before the wave of internet pornography took off, violence depicted in pornography was already becoming normalized. University of Maryland adjunct professor Patricia Wallace is the author of over thirteen scholarly books on psychology, and technology among other topics. Wallace dedicates a portion of her book The Psychology of the Internet to the “Psychological Aspects of Internet Pornography.” In her discussion of how aggression in internet pornography relates to violence in sexual relationships, she provides a staggering statistic about how much violent porn is produced. She states, “The number of rape depictions in hard-core paperbacks doubled between 1968 and 1974" (Wallace 163). Though this was literature-based pornography, throughout the entire industry it rapidly became normal to highlight violence and rape scenes. In regard to internet pornography, a similar thing is continuing to happen and gain commonality. While some argue this porn is actually a safe outlet for people aroused by violent fantasies and that it provides such individuals with a way to live their fantasies without acting upon them, others disagree. The argument that the rise of violence and rape depictions in pornography is a good thing, because it may decrease the amount of real life non-consensual sexual crimes is faulty. The vast exposure that people see of these scenes has been linked in some studies to an increase in sex crimes. Carstensen investigates some of these studies in her quest to identify the implications of violent pornography. On one end of the spectrum she discusses: “The more you’re exposed to something, the more you tend to see it as acceptable, whether it’s violence, gambling or sexuality" (Carstensen qtd. Struthers). Simple exposure to violent pornography normalizes it. What is easily normalized in the spheres of proper viewing material can translate to behavior norms. Violence and rape depicted in internet pornography has normalized violent sexual behavior and can nullify and dull people’s awareness of non-verbal consensual cues. It has also given rise to the advent of rape culture. Nowadays, when it is estimated that over half of the porn produced falls into the category of violent or unconventional porn, it is important that we are aware of its implications. The rise of the age of internet pornography and violent explicit material does effect aggression between sexual partners and even outside of the bedroom with the way couples interact.


In addition, internet pornography is highly addictive. People hooked on porn become less likely to invest in their relationships, and their addiction only reinforces the other negative effects of pornography. Pornography can be a hard thing to monitor and collect scientific data on. Many people are not willingly to discuss their porn viewing habits. Furthermore, creating studies to gather accurate information and statistics is complex in this field and others argue unethical. What little data is gathered from these studies is sometimes speculative and only paves the way for future research. Carstensen discusses how people in many fields are trying to get to the root of what internet porn addiction may look like. She mentions how we can all agree what addiction looks like with gambling, drugs and alcohol. There is no argument that addiction is clearly prevalent among people with regard to drugs and alcohol, but porn is an entirely different study. Carstensen quotes Ian Kerner, a sex counselor and author himself. His viewpoint is that, "There really isn’t the science to demonstrate that porn is in and of itself harmful and addictive"(Carstensen qtd. Ian Kerner). However, others argue that there is plenty of evidence proving the addictiveness of pornography. Mark Griffiths is a psychologists whose research focuses mainly on addiction related to gambling and the internet, as well as sex related addictions. In his comprehensive article, “Sex on the Internet: Observations and Implications for Internet Sex Addiction,” he explores what addiction looks like in general as well as what cybersex relationships and internet pornography addictions looks like. He presents data and information gleaned from multiple studies which were created to interpret if addiction does and can happen in relation to internet porn. With the data that he was able to glean, he concluded that some males were showed signs of addiction similar to those exhibited by people addicted to a more commonly addictive things. These signs of addiction are uniform across the board whether they apply to internet pornography or alcohol abuse. Griffiths defines these signs claiming: "These included increased appetite, desire, or tolerance (contributing to increased time engaged in the activity); harm to self or others; denial or minimization of negative consequences; behavior interring with social, academic, occupational, or recreational activities; obsession with the activity; and compulsion or loss of freedom in choosing whether to engage in behavior" (337).  Though internet porn addiction is definitely a field still open to more such studies, the argument that it is not a problem falls short. In this study, we can clearly see the effects that it had and none of them sound positive. Though there may be a place for porn in our lives, internet porn addiction has only become more prevalent with the easy accessibility of the internet. People find themselves addicted and continually drawn to internet pornography. This only reinforces all of the other negative behavioral, social and personal developmental issues that come with viewing internet pornography.


The internet has allowed for a vaster array of content to be explored and shared and this content influences our lives more than ever before. While there is a positive side to this, there is also a highly dangerous and negative angle to it as well. For one thing, anybody has access to anything including explicit material and pornography. Not only do adults, the intended viewing audience for this material, have access to it, but also youth as young as 12 are being exposed.Porn is a dangerous and unsuitable substitute for important sex education classes. As I mentioned before, it is also highly addictive, can be correlated with rise of aggression, and set up unrealistic ideals for sex and relationships among other things. Among other things is a vague umbrella term that encapsulates everything we did not discuss in this essay from the fact that pornography rarely depicts the use of contraception and safe sex practices to the fact that porn can become an outlet for blackmail. The latter idea touches on another side of the internet porn industry: those who create and take part in the porn versus the viewers of the porn. On that end of the spectrum is an industry that exploits the bodies of both men and women, objectifies them,  leaves them with improper pay, and often has little protection for porn-stars. Another facet of the system is the idea that it is an industry that uses people to make money all without a care of the effects that the content has on those who perform and those who view it. Sex makes money. The internet makes sex make more money; therefore, the industry blossoms and makes up over half of the internet-searched content. While there arguable may be some benefits to pornography, the negatives far outweigh them.In an age where everything is right at our fingertips and just a search away, porn is no longer something to be hidden underneath our mattresses. In one sense, the age of technology has made porn an everyday commodity and now we must live with the consequences of population porn.
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