


Introduction
Peter Alilunas, Patrick Keilty, and Darshana Sreedhar Mini

The Handbook of Adult Film and Media offers a survey of the state of the discipline in the form 
of 36 themed chapters, each presenting an overview of the primary literature, important 
histories, and essential arguments. Ultimately, the collection serves as a reference work and 

resource for emerging scholars, as well as educators teaching undergraduate courses on film, media, 
gender, or sexuality studies.

As a site of frequent, intense stigma and significant creative expression, adult film and media occupy 
a contested space within cultural discourse, challenging normative assumptions about taste, morality, 
and artistic value, and study of the subjects illuminates broad cultural, social, and economic dynamics. 
Although they reside in liminal social spaces, these topics afford scholars rich opportunities to interrogate 
shifting attitudes toward sexuality, censorship, and technological innovation. Additionally, and increas-
ingly in recent years, this work critically engages with questions of representation, labor, and power, 
foregrounding the significance of media that remains marginalized while exerting profound influence 
on public and private life. The paradox of pornography is that it is at once peripheral and ubiquitous in 
society. Although scholars have explored adult film and media through various academic traditions (and 
continue to do so), the formal establishment of porn studies as a distinct discipline is a relatively recent 
development. What follows maps some of the early history of the field, though any attempt to do will be 
incomplete. We are aware, as John Mercer writes, that “the perennial dilemma for any author preparing a 
summary review of a field, of course, is how to construct an architecture that at least feels representative 
and one always runs the risk of misrepresentation, intentionally or otherwise.”1

Following a sexual revolution that was also a media revolution in the 1960s and 1970s,2 the academic 
study of adult film and media emerged in the late 1960s through the early 1980s with a series of public 
seminars, feminist and queer magazines articles, and academic journal articles that examine the broad 
circulation of sex in the public sphere throughout the twentieth century, occasioning a mass sexualization 
of our mediated world. Linda Williams’s monograph Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the “Frenzy of the 
Visible” is sometimes considered the field’s seminal work. Indeed, Hard Core was a watershed moment as 
the first monograph to examine pornography within cinema studies, helping to further establish its legit-
imacy. By the time Hard Core appeared in 1989, however, the academic study of adult film and media had 
been emergent for more than two decades, a disciplinary history typically overlooked in understandings 
of the field’s origins. The film journals Jump Cut and, to a lesser extent, Screen laid the groundwork for the 
academic study of adult film and media that enabled later, more widely recognized studies of the genre. 
According to film historian Tom Waugh, in his genealogy of the field, “Hard Core was without a doubt a 
paradigmatic money-​shot, but we must prevent the erasure from history of the seminal contributions to 

  

 

 

 

 

 



2The Intellect Handbook of Adult Film and Media

the field not from books but from periodicals […] and non-​film magazines,” such as Fag Rag, The Body 
Politic, Gay Left, Straight to Hell, and Heresies.3

Such recuperation must also include the contributions of non-​academic enthusiasts and historians, 
whose interest in these sorts of films has often been the only way it has been preserved at all. That includes 
a wide range of people, including William Rotsler, author of Contemporary Erotic Cinema (1971); 
Kenneth Turan and Stephen Zito, authors of Sinema: American Pornographic Films and the People Who 
Make Them (1974); Al di Lauro and Gerald Rabkin, authors of Dirty Movies: An Illustrated History of the 
Stag Film, 1915–​1970 (1976); Bill Landis, with his Sleazoid Express newsletter in the 1980s; Jim Holliday, 
whose Top 100 X Rated Films of All Time (1982) and Only the Best: Jim Holliday’s Adult Video Almanac 
and Trivia Treasury (1986) remain indispensable accounts of industry history.4 Without these dedicated 
people (and many others, before and after) outside academia, the histories of adult film and media would 
already be lost.

Academic work on adult film and media began slowly emerging in the 1960s and then more clearly in 
the following decade, beginning with attempts simply to chart the obvious changes that were happening 
on film screens. That was the case with University of Southern California film studies professor Arthur 
Knight and film critic Hollis Alpert, chroniclers of the sprawling, 20-​part “History of Sex in Cinema” 
series in Playboy magazine between 1965 and 1969.5 Raymond Durgnat’s Eros in the Cinema (1966) 
examined the depiction of sexuality in global cinema, celebrating its liberating potential while critiquing 
the constraints of censorship and moral conventions.6

This was essentially the frame of the group of books following in its wake, typically from the perspec-
tives of art, literary, psychoanalytic, or social criticism, attempting to claim that pornography transcended 
mere obscenity to function as legitimate aesthetic expression or carrier of deeper meanings about society, 
squarely part of the debates of that era. Works in this regard include Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians: A 
Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-​Nineteenth-​Century England (1964); essays in 1967 by Stefan 
Morawski, Susan Sontag, and Fred Chappell; Morse Peckham‘s Art and Pornography: An Experiment 
in Explanation (1969); Theodore Bowie and Cornelia Christenson’s edited collection Studies in Erotic 
Art (1970); John Atkins’ Sex in Literature: The Erotic Impulse in Literature (1970); Peter Michelson’s 
The Aesthetics of Pornography (1971); Edward Lucie-​Smith‘s Eroticism in Western Art (1972); and Amos 
Vogel’s Film as a Subversive Art (1974).7

Studies of adult film as a specific medium arose simultaneously alongside adult film’s growth in the 
early 1970s into a more publicly visible industry—​the so-​called “golden age,” as outlined by Laura Helen 
Marks in this volume. Joseph Slade mapped the adult theaters in Times Square in 1971, just as the indus-
try was beginning its rapid rise, and then followed with two additional essays tracing the subsequent nar-
rative developments in the films that played in those theaters.8 Editor Thomas Atkins assembled a special 
issue of The Film Journal on sexuality in September 1972, gathering essays on aesthetics and eroticism, 
among other topics, as well as a review of WR: Mysteries of the Organism (1971, dir. Dušan Makavejev), 
then expanded the issue into, first, a longer pamphlet with additional chapters and, finally, in 1975, a 
book of essays, reviews, and images. Perspectives on European art films sit alongside histories of censor-
ship, examinations of aesthetics and narrative, and analyses of specific films, including Midnight Cowboy 
(1969, dir. John Schlesinger), Last Tango in Paris (1972, dir. Bernardo Bertolucci), alongside pro-​sex fem-
inist Ellen Willis’s critique of Deep Throat (1972, dir. Gerard Damiano), marking the end of the cultural 
moment in which “adult films” remained a more nebulous and shifting category.9 That same perspective 
can be seen in a special issue of Film Comment on “Cinema Sex” from January 1973, featuring interviews 
with Radley Metzger and Russ Meyer along with various treatises on adult film, censorship, and Donald 
Richie’s analysis of Japanese “pink films.”10

Essays on adult film and media published in the 1970s reflected this shifting discursive landscape, as 
well as film studies trends at the time. During this period Dennis Giles twice explored how pornographic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 3

film serves as a conduit for repressed desires to emerge into consciousness as “fantasy,” reflecting psycho-
analytic perspectives prevalent in film studies at the time.11 Cineaste ran “The Left and Porno” in late 1976, 
asking a group of “filmmakers, critics, writers, cultural publications and organizations on the left” (includ-
ing Julia Lesage, associate editor of Jump Cut) to reflect on pornography from feminist and Marxist posi-
tions.12 Gregg Blachford took up similar questions in a 1978 essay, asking: “Can pornography have any 
place in [gay men’s lives] as we are committed politically to a fight against capitalism and its manifesta-
tions in terms of economic exploitation and sexism?”13 Of significant importance to the field was also the 
1976 publication of the first volume of Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, which argues for sexu-
ality as a discourse suppressed within capitalist societies.14

The big leap in academic studies of adult film and media occurred beginning in 1980 in the pages of the 
preeminent film journal Screen, which published a series of “urgent” articles on the heels of key events in 
the United Kingdom. According to John Ellis, a scholar of media arts, in his 1980 article “Photography/​
Pornography/​Art/​Pornography,” these urgent events included the “police seizure of material, attacks by 
feminists on representations and those who market them; and the pornography industry’s own attempts 
to get increased public acceptance. Now, the Williams Committee has produced a series of recommenda-
tions for replacing the existing unworkable legislation in this area.”15 Ellis methodically unpacks conflict
ing socio-​legal definitions of pornography, ultimately calling for greater analysis of the genre and offering 
a psychoanalytic approach to fetishism to guide future studies of “representations of sexuality.”

In short order, Screen published four more articles about pornography. Film scholar Paul Willemen 
(1981) and visual culture scholar Claire Pasjaczkowska (1981) both respond directly to Ellis, wrestling 
with his psychoanalytic approach while agreeing on the need for greater analysis of pornography.16 Visual 
arts scholar Leslie Stern (1982) examines the opening salvos of the feminist pornography debates, which 
would continue to proliferate throughout the 1980s and 1990s, poignantly arguing that the activity, 
speech, and writing about pornography within feminism was more revealing than pornography itself.17 
For her part, film critic Susan Barrowclough (1982) provides an analysis of the film NOT a Love Story: A 
Motion Picture about Pornography (1981, dir. Bonnie Sherr Klein), exposing the film’s assumptions about 
pornography while analyzing the controversy surrounding the film.18 It is hard to imagine now, given 
the growth of the field, just how exceptional it was for an established journal such as Screen to publish 
five articles related to pornography between 1980 and 1982. Each of the five articles recognizes that, 
although laws regulating pornography were quickly eroding, the subject nevertheless remained contro-
versial, largely absent from academic discourse, and was not taken seriously as an area of research. Indeed, 
Screen would not publish another article on the genre again for seven years.

More than any other scholarly publication at the time, Jump Cut helped develop and sustain an aca-
demic discourse about adult film and media that had not previously existed. Film scholar Julia Lesage 
(1981) led the way with her special section of Jump Cut on “Women and Pornography.”19 Already revered 
for its groundbreaking publications, including special sections on “Gays and Film” in 1977, several special 
sections on Brazilian and Cuban films from 1978 to 1980, and “Lesbians and Films” in 1981, Jump Cut was 
the first journal to explicitly call for scholarship related to the genre of pornography. In her introduction to 
the special section, Lesage writes, “Image and sexual fantasy are interconnected with social and economic 
reality in a way that we must delineate more clearly if we are adequately to understand pornographic film 
and take any political action on it.”20 Lesage laments that such interconnections have not yet been traced 
within pornographic film studies. “Articles that contribute to such an understanding are the ones we 
would like to see in Jump Cut,” she declares.21 Lesage outlines the various approaches future film scholars 
might take to a study of pornography, including unpacking its socio-​cultural definitions, textual analysis, 
examination of the contexts of its production and consumption, its relationship to sex education films, 
women’s fantasies, and its historical and social context, to name a few. Lesage’s call was nothing short of 
a manifesto for film scholarship to take pornography’s histories and forms seriously. Lesage prophesized 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4The Intellect Handbook of Adult Film and Media

a field that was hard to imagine in 1981. She called for feminist approaches to pornography and studies 
of gay pornography long before the existence of any meaningful gay rights legislation, at the cusp of the 
feminist pornography debates, and as the first whispers emerged of the AIDS pandemic in the United 
States. Lesage’s special section includes articles from literary author Valerie Miner about the current state 
of pornography as a genre and industry, Lesage’s own article about racism and rape in Broken Blossoms 
(1919, dir. D. W. Griffith), and film scholar Gina Marchetti’s comprehensive annotated bibliography on 
women and pornography, surely the most accurate capturing of the available literature to that point.22

As the 1980s progressed, the academic field of adult film and media grew. Film scholar Constance 
Penley’s 1982 analysis of Sauve Qui Peut (1980, dir. Jean-​Luc Godard) argues that the film’s homosex-
ual propositioning, bestiality, prostitution, masturbation, sadism, masochism, sodomy, and voyeurism 
afford the spectator a wide-​ranging iconography of the pornographic and confuse many of the genre’s  
definitions.23 Meanwhile, literature scholar Roger Rollins’s study that same year of audience receptions 
of hardcore pornography reveals wish fulfillment fantasies.24 Remarkably, by 1985 Jump Cut had pub
lished a second special issue on pornography, much larger than the first, entitled “Politics of Sexual 
Representation.”25 It included three of the earliest articles about gay pornography, from film scholars 
Richard Dyer, Tom Waugh, and John Grayson, helping found the subfield of gay pornography studies.26 
The special issue also included articles from film scholars Chuck Kleinhans and Julia Lesage about the 
politics of sexual representation and film scholar Lisa DiCaprio’s reevaluation of Klein’s NOT a Love 
Story, as well as DiCaprio’s interview with the director.27

Determined to carve out space for adult film and media studies, in spring 1986 Jump Cut—​
astonishingly—​published a third special section, on “Sexual Representation.” “This is by no means the 
last word on the matter,” wrote Chuck Kleinhans in his introduction, “and we expect to have new arti-
cles in forthcoming issues.”28 The latest special section included articles from literary author Joanna Russ 
about the conflicting feelings about sexual representation for women; journalist Annette Fuentes and lit-
erature scholar Margaret Schrage’s interview with the adult film performers in Club 90, the groundbreak-
ing feminist support group turned performance art troupe; Gina Marchetti’s analysis of the erotic martial 
arts thriller Firecracker (1981, dir. Cirio Santiago); literature scholar Jake Jakaitis’s analysis of rape and 
revenge in Giving Way (1980, dir. Gaylon Emerzian); and film scholar Patricia Erens’ analysis of the erotic 
thriller The Seduction (1982, dir. David Schmoeller).29 By the end of the decade the study of adult film and 
media had appeared in a range of academic journals, including Film Quarterly, Cinema Journal, Filmhaftet, 
and Screen again, to name only a few.30 The field had grown by 1989 to a point that Linda Williams was 
able to review a collection of essays on pornography in Quarterly Review of Film and Video: an expert 
reviewing other experts—​surely a sign of increasing stability.31

Hence, by the beginning of the 1990s the study of adult film and media was well established within 
peer-​reviewed academic journals, enabling longform sustained analysis of the genre in the form of mono-
graphs. Historian Walter Kendrick published The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture in 1987. 
He traces the concept of pornography, initially coined as a term in the late eighteenth century, as a public 
issue related to freedom of expression and censorship once the printing press had given ordinary people 
access to the erotica of the Greeks and Romans, the art and literature of the French enlightenment, and 
the poems of the Earl of Rochester and John Cleland’s Fanny Hill.32 It is with all this foundational back
ground that we must understand the impact of Williams’s Hard Core in 1989, especially, as Mercer points 
out, with its second edition a decade later in 1999.33 The book is the first monograph to consider pornog
raphy as a film genre with its own histories and cinematic forms, and as a force for shaping public dis-
courses about sex and sexuality, as well as a powerful (and continuing) example of the kind of full-​length 
scholarly work that could be done within the academy.

More seminal works followed. In the now classic 1993 collection The Invention of Pornography 1500–​
1800: Obscenity and the Origins of Modernity, editor and historian Lynn Hunt gathers ten authors to 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 5

examine how pornography emerged as a literary practice and a category of knowledge intimately linked 
to the formative moments of Western modernity and the democratization of culture.34 In Hunt’s intro
duction, she traces how, from the start, early modern European pornography used the shock of sex to 
test the boundaries and regulation of obscene behavior and expression in the public and private spheres. 
As such, pornography criticized and subverted political authorities as well as social and sexual relations. 
Amy Richlin’s edited collection Pornography and Representation in Greece and Rome (1995) was the first 
large-​scale application of feminist theory to the study of Greek and Roman cultures.35 Its authors point 
out some striking similarities between contemporary culture and that of the ancient world, challenging 
psychoanalytic assumptions about the nature of sexuality. Tom Waugh’s monumental 1996 book Hard to 
Imagine: Gay Male Eroticism in Photography and Film from Their Beginnings to Stonewall, which came out 
of a decade’s worth of research, was the first work to explore in detail the development of gay male erotic 
imagery, covering everything from renowned art films and photography to intimate and often explicit 
amateur creations. With its 400 illustrations from a range of institutional, uncatalogued, and private col-
lections, the book redefined archival research.36 Mercer argues that the book “contained such an ambition 
and scope that it has been hard to match, and there really has not been a comparable study of gay sexual 
representation [since]. It is therefore a curiosity that the book is not as universally well known as Linda 
Williams’ [Hard Core].”37

With these early foundational works, the field of porn studies was established—​albeit tenuously. After 
all, the study of adult film and media has long occurred (and continues) under complex and, at times, 
culturally fraught or prohibitive conditions. Roadblocks and complications to this kind of work can also 
come from much closer to home. Structural opposition, such as grant rejections or reluctance from pub-
lishers and conference organizers, has become a common experience for some working in the field, par-
ticularly depending on where they are in the world and with what types of institutional support. In her 
essential study of the complex issues surrounding the teaching and discussion of pornography and sexual 
media on college campuses, Lynn Comella notes that “[f]‌aculty are navigating a dizzying array of com-
peting interests: student demands, colleague concerns, administrator anxieties, institutional gatekeeping, 
and, increasingly, legislative actions that are accelerating the erosion of academic freedom and, in some 
places, tenure.”38

Resistance or outright hostility to sexually explicit material and its study from segments of the public 
have also long been familiar to scholars. That has at times meant visible public protests, as in the case of 
attempts by activists to shut down Constance Penley’s porn studies course at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara (UCSB) in the early 1990s, or the one taught by Peter Lehman at Arizona State University 
in the early 2000s.39 Following other moral panics in previous decades, conservative activists, starting 
in the mid-​2010s, manufactured a “crisis” around pornography in multiple countries, including Iceland, 
Poland, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States.40 The goal was to move public discussion 
and potential regulation away from concerns around morality and into discourses of “public health,” 
which might be more broadly palatable.41 Linking together anxieties around technology, human traf
ficking, and obscenity, a coalition of groups attempted to paint pornography as a public danger akin to 
tobacco and thus in need of strict regulation.42 The efforts had some success, resulting in multiple states 
in the United States officially declaring a crisis and pursuing legislation written by the activists, as well as 
the Republican Party, adding the rhetoric to its official 2016 platform.43

As we go to press with this collection, the current cycle of opposition centers on the issue of age ver-
ification for online access to pornography. In 2022 Louisiana became the first state in the United States 
to require age verification on websites that contain adult content.44 The law requires people to provide a 
government-​issued ID for verification to a third-​party site. Since then a flurry of copycat legislation has 
been passed by legislators across the United States, United Kingdom, France,45 Germany,46 and elsewhere. 
The United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act 202347 requires people to provide the Office of Communications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



6The Intellect Handbook of Adult Film and Media

(Ofcom), a government regulatory authority, with proof of age through a photo ID, credit card checks, 
or facial recognition technology for “facial age estimation.”48 Meanwhile, the European Union requires 
specific websites—​Pornhub, XVideos, and Stripchat—​to verify the age of their users.49 Each of these laws 
raise concerns about the efficacy of such technology, the unenforceability for websites not bound by laws 
in specific regions, and the risk to people’s privacy and data.50

Finally, there is the extreme antiporn rhetoric of Project 2025, the policy group associated with 
Donald Trump, who was recently re-​elected as president of the United States in 2024. Kevin Roberts, 
president of the Heritage Foundation and leader of Project 2025, flatly states in the group’s “Mandate for 
Leadership” document: “Pornography should be outlawed. The people who produce and distribute it 
should be imprisoned. Educators and public librarians who purvey it should be classed as registered sex 
offenders. And telecommunications and technology firms that facilitate its spread should be shuttered.”51 
Although this sort of alarming rhetoric (which moves past “public health” approaches and into some-
thing much more bluntly authoritarian) may be new in the United States, where sexually explicit content 
has long been constitutionally protected, such forceful prohibitions are not uncommon elsewhere, as in 
places such as Saudi Arabia, North Korea, and Indonesia, making this moment a good reminder that the 
study of pornography is not only local but markedly different and potentially more dangerous depending 
on locale.

Despite these sorts of challenges, the history of work in this field demonstrates that the study of adult 
film and media will persist, as it always has, in the face of adversity and opposition, whether that be cul-
tural, institutional, legal, or in combination. The creation of the Porn Studies journal in 2014 and of the 
Adult Film and Media Scholarly Interest Group in the Society for Cinema and Media Studies that same 
year, both inspired by the early work outlined here, illustrates the enduring, steady, and committed inter-
est in studying adult film and media—​as well as its ongoing need. Indeed, there is much more work to 
be done.

Although we have tried to present a wide-​ranging overview of important topics in the field from a vari-
ety of perspectives, scholars and students will not find this volume to be comprehensive or exhaustive, 
which would be impossible. Some of these unintentional absences represent opportunities for scholars 
and students to pursue new lines of research, while others are ideal for seeking out existing work done 
elsewhere that will round out this collection. A few examples of the latter (among many others) include 
home video,52 lesbian pornography,53 photography,54 and magazines.55

Chapter overview
The handbook is divided into six broad sections. The first section, “History,” focuses on the histori-
cal underpinnings and theoretical possibilities opened up by the study of adult media, and how “adult 
media” as an analytical category challenges conventional understandings of genre formation. This section  
features six chapters that critically interrogate the emergence of adult media forms and modes through 
historical and theoretical lenses. David Church traces a history of adult cinema from the precinematic 
exhibition of human locomotion from the 1870s to the varied forms it takes as it moves between shades 
of explicitness, as sex hygiene films, stag films, physique film, and peepshow loops. Dan Erdman examines 
the 16mm, 8mm, and Super-​8 formats used by producers and exhibitors of pornographic films. In his 
account, Erdman outlines how small-​gauge films gained prominence as mail orders in the United States 
even when the Comstock Act was in place to crack down on the circulation of obscene material over mail. 
Eric Schaefer tracks the distribution and exhibition contexts of sexploitations films such as The Defilers 
(1965) and Delinquent School Girls (1975) to showcase how the specific production and exhibition 
contexts influence their success. Whereas The Defilers was made at a time when sexploitation as a genre 
was diversifying, Delinquent School Girls arrived as theatrical hardcore had become commonplace, with 
Hollywood and foreign mainstream films incorporating some variation of sexual content. By juxtaposing 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 



Introduction 7

the production and exhibition histories of the two films, Schaefer lays out how changed circumstances, 
including the legal landscape, made it hard in the 1970s for sexploitation filmmakers to market their prod-
uct. Laura Helen Marks locates the specificities of what has been commonly referred to as the “golden 
age,” the period from 1972 to 1984 when adult films grew in public visibility, budget, and ambition. She 
lays out how the films of this period are placed nostalgically in the history of pornography as a phase when 
unsimulated sex came to be woven together into feature-​length, narrative films screened in cinema halls. 
Whitney Strub’s chapter on adult movie theaters looks at the period from the 1960s to the 1980s and how 
it was intermeshed in struggles involving censorship, urban zoning, and real estate. Calling for the need to 
have an analysis rooted in political economy, Strub revisits the histories of adult theaters and their decline, 
tracing how exhibition of adult cinema varied from grindhouse, beaver films, to softcore, nudie, and sex-
ploitation films, along with the social worlds to which these theaters catered. Becky Holt’s chapter looks 
at the emergence and evolution of the distribution of pornography online with “tub” sites, focusing on 
the early days of Pornhub, and discusses the strategies to remap distribution and consumption, including 
making free content available for users. Holt’s account focuses on the intersections between technology 
and pornography by tracing how pornography was central to the development of the internet, and how 
tube sites drew from practices of participatory culture and algorithmic processing.

The second section, “Methodologies and Pedagogies,” focuses on pedagogical improvisations and 
methodological questions developed in adult film and media and how these resonate with the ques-
tions of teaching, syllabus building, and collaborative work practices in academia. This section includes 
six chapters by scholars who have taught adult media courses and examined the challenges of teaching 
explicit content in the classroom. Brandon Arroyo’s chapter looks at the role of cultural theories in shap-
ing our understanding the role of sexuality within moving image cultures and representations. Daniel 
Laurin introduces an array of research methods used in the study of adult film and media, and how porn 
studies scholarship engages with methods from disciplines such as film studies, history, and sociology, 
and as it intersects with industry studies, labor, and the study of various media formats. Laurin argues 
for a “methodological promiscuity,” negotiating the varied methodological impulses within the study of 
adult film and media. Alan McKee, Emma Philips, and Pavla Nováková’s contribution to the handbook 
focuses on sex education and pornography by looking into how sex educators can develop pleasure-​
centric curricula that move away from privileging phallocentric forms of sex. The authors, instead, sug-
gest the need to critically examine the myth that women can orgasm from penis-​in-​vagina alone—​what 
they refer to as a “gendered orgasm gap”—​to inculcate healthy sexual development. In an interview with 
Constance Penley, professor emerita at the University of California, Santa Barbara, Peter Alilunas delves 
into Penley’s career and research as a porn scholar, the genesis of the (by now legendary) porn studies 
course she teaches at UCSB, and her experiences with the changing facets of the adult film industry. 
Throughout, Penley gives insights into “the radical importance of normalization”—​her belief that the 
field of porn studies needs to treat its objects of study and pedagogy as simply another part of popular 
culture. B. M. Watson’s chapter on porn archives unpacks the work of archives and archivists by using 
the case study of the archives at the Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality. Watson discusses 
how accessing the storage unit that hosts material from the archives played a crucial role in rendering 
the history of porn studies as a discipline. By foregrounding the need for more conversations between 
porn and archive studies, Watson calls for the need to account for the labor that goes into preserving 
the archival material. In his chapter, on “Fantasy,” Nikola Stepić traces the origins of the term and places 
it as a central part of the debates in feminist theory, and queer and women’s pornography. Stepić dis-
cusses the use of fantasy as a narrative trope in the earliest adult media produced by women and sexual 
minorities.

The third section, “Representations,” focuses on conceptual engagements with aesthetics and 
materiality in adult cinema and media and features eight scholars who work broadly on the film 
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and media cultures of adult cinema, and specifically on such artifacts as video tapes, magazines, 
digital technology, and film reels. Kevin Heffernan traces the history of bisexual male adult film 
and video and argues that the growth of bisexual adult male porn coincides with the efforts of 
the early home video films to cross over to mainstream audiences. This led to the imagination 
of a niche-​based marketing strategy from which bisexual male porn was a by-​product. In his 
account, Heffernan looks at the failed 1975 theatrical release of Both Ways (dir. Jerry Douglas) 
and the creation of star figures such as Jeff Stryker. Sophie Pezzutto offers a historical overview 
of trans pornography in the United States by tracing its evolution from community-​produced 
niche magazines in the 1960s to commercialized studio porn in the 1990s that was integrated 
into mainstream straight pornography. By outlining the major players, the chapter maps how 
trans porn workers have made a space for themselves despite the odds. In an interview with 
Ariane Cruz, Marilia Kaisar discusses Cruz’s work on racialized BDSM (an initialism for bond-
age, discipline, domination, submission, sadism, and masochism) in the context of Black female 
sexuality to explore themes of pleasure, violence, domination, and perversion. Yessica Garcia 
Hernandez looks at Latinx pornography by surveying the literature on race and pornography, 
and examines questions about citizenship, borders, language, mestizaje, colonialism, racial 
hierarchies, and white supremacy. Jennifer Moorman offers a survey of feminist pornography 
as a site of discourse by mapping the critical debates, production contexts, and cultural figures 
who spearheaded alternative ways of imagining an egalitarian view of pornography. Nguyen 
Tan Hoang locates the development of gay pornography in the EuroAmerican contexts, going 
from the early 1970s to the present, by looking at gay porn archives, questions of racial fet-
ishism, and how media technologies shape gay temporalities. Loree Erickson’s chapter traces 
the history of queercrip porn, analyzing how it challenges and redefines conventional ideas 
about disability, embodiment, sex, sexuality, desire, and desirability as part of a transformative 
world-​building practice. Shawn Suyong Yi Jones examines discussions around the representa-
tions of Asian Americans in Western-​produced pornography. Jones argues that development of 
Asian American representations in pornography emerges from the dominant racial discourses 
of North America, which tends to cater to the desires of White audiences. Jones makes a case 
to look at how, despite the limitations, Asian American audiences have complex relationship to 
these images, which they use to reclaim and reshape their own sexual experiences.

The fourth section, “Production, Spectatorship, and Distribution,” consists of work by six scholars, 
who focus on adult industries to map the changing landscape of industry discourses around explicit 
media practices. The chapters look at adult media through different methodologies such as media indus-
try studies, political economy, and audience studies, and address the formal and informal infrastructures 
supporting adult media. Kevin John Bozelka’s chapter on adult film labor looks at how work features 
in discussion on pornography and capitalist work formations. Lynn Comella offers a social history of 
sex stores and the role they played in the growth of post-​war sexual consumer culture. In her account, 
Comella examines early erotic entrepreneurs such as Beate Uhse-​Rotermund and highlights the pivotal 
role of feminist sex toy stores, starting in the 1970s, in reshaping the sex industry by cultivating a market 
geared toward female consumers. Maggie MacDonald’s chapter offers an overview of online pornography 
platforms and how they work with markets, infrastructures, and governance. MacDonald’s account sheds 
light on the technological and commercial structures of platforms, and how power relations are defined 
through their systems. Hanne Stegeman’s chapter focuses on webcamming and locates the history of live 
cams and the mediation of webcamming labor by platforms. Stegeman situates webcamming as a part of 
gig labor, influencer culture, and sex work and teases out the mediated ecology in which sexual expres-
sions circulate in digital platforms. Patrick Keilty’s chapter examines how the internet reconstitutes por-
nographic spectatorship, outlining major conceptual and methodological points of view that shape the 
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field, and how viewing online pornography follows and departs from broader trends in internet consump-
tion. Susanna Paasonen examines the concept of porn through the lens of “dick pics” on Alaston Suomi, a 
Finnish sexual social media platform. It highlights how users perceive and discuss these images, revealing 
both appreciation and criticism. She argues that traditional definitions of porn may be inadequate for 
understanding the nuances of user-​generated sexual content in online spaces.

The fifth section, “Area Studies and Transnationalism,” features six chapters locating adult 
media from a global vantage point that problematizes the need to think beyond nation state and 
methodological nationalisms in addressing regional sexual cultures. In doing so, the chapters 
address how adult media material migrates through formal and informal circuits, as well as exam-
ining the adult media produced by migrants. Oliver Carter maps the role of transnational entre-
preneurs and how they facilitated western Europe’s pornographic film business in the 1960s and 
1970s. Carter’s account examines the cross-​border networks used by entrepreneurs to expand 
markets and negotiate regulatory frameworks. Ruepert Jiel Dionisio Cao’s chapter explores the 
landscape of pornography and sexually explicit media in southeast Asia, analyzing it through 
the lens of political, religious, economic, technological, and moral discourses, and considering 
pornography as a facilitator of socialization in the region. In their co-​written chapter, Victoria 
Ruétalo and Ana Paula Magalhães da Silva construct a comprehensive yet fragmented history 
of adult/​erotic/​pornographic moving pictures across Latin America, with a primary focus on 
the influential film industries of Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico. Jordache A. Ellapen’s chapter, 
“Porn in/​and Africa,” argues how discourse on porn is informed by moral panics and infantilizes 
Africans, reducing them to being susceptible and vulnerable to Western sexual cultures, which 
are often portrayed as being incompatible with African values. Questioning the limited social 
science and behavioral studies methodological approaches that conclude that exposure to porn 
at a young age negatively affects male adolescents’ sexual behavior and cognitive development, 
Ellapen asks us to rethink the role of sexual pleasure in Africa to generate more productive ways 
to understand African sexual agency and erotic autonomy other than in discourses of danger, 
contamination, and harm. Writing on south Asian pornographies, Darshana Sreedhar Mini and 
Anirban K. Baishya track how what counts as pornographic in south Asia overlaps with discussions  
of obscenity, largely influenced by the colonial encounters and fractured notions of modernities.  
Katrien Jacobs’s chapter on east Asian pornographies provides an overview of pornography 
research and pedagogy in Hong Kong by looking at different models of media governance and an 
east-​Asian pornography symposium and undergraduate seminar that took place at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong in 2019.

The sixth section, “Law, Health, Policy, and the State,” concludes the handbook with chapters from 
four authors, whose scholarship interrogates how state-​ and policy-​level interventions on adult media 
practices shape the discourses around ethics, privacy, legislation, and health policy. Brenda Cossman’s 
provides an overview of the varied ways pornography has been legally regulated in the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and Canada. Val Webber examines the intersection of pornography and occupational 
health and safety (OHS), addressing issues such as performer health management on set and debates 
over whether porn creators can be classified as “employees” under traditional OHS frameworks. Carolyn 
Bronstein’s chapter, on feminism and pornography, offers a survey of the cultural, industrial, and legal 
factors that led to the polarization of feminist positions pertaining to pornography in the United States. 
Rebecca Sullivan looks at how panic around pornography operates and the arbitrary way it assembles 
facts to fabricate the urgency that places non-​normative citizens at the brink of danger.

Through these essays and the extensive body of literature they engage with, we aim to support the con-
tinued growth of adult film and media studies. We hope the field not only builds on its foundational work 
but also explores new topics and perspectives, broadening the questions and areas of focus that shape it. 
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As Linda Williams has aptly observed regarding the growth of pornography studies, “[A]‌cademic fields 
are gardens that need to be tended.”56 With this collection, we seek to contribute to that vital cultivation, 
inspiring further inquiry and care for the field.
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