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Once imprisoned in “secret museums” and hidden from the view of the general
public (Kendrick, 1997), pornography has become an increasingly visible and
important part of cultural life over the past 50 years. Visual and written
representations of sexual activity, formally banned as obscene in most Western
countries since the mid-19th century, entered the mass market in the 1960s and
their circulation grew very significantly with the proliferation of special-interest
magazines in the 1970s, the launch of home video systems in the 1980s, and the
commercial internet in the 1990s (Hardy, 2009). Online pornography in particular
has disrupted the various barriers historically erected to regulate access to erotic
materials, giving rise to heated discussions about acceptable forms of sexual
knowledge, sexual freedom and sexual representations (Atwood, 2010).
This newfound visibility has resulted in a dramatic increase in the amount and
range of scholarly work on porn. While academic research on the subject until the
1990s tended to focus on alleged undesirable effects of porn consumption —such as
undermining traditional values of monogamy and emotional attachment (Zillmann,
1986), or enticing men to sexual violence against women (Mackinnon 1989)—
current work adopts a much more nuanced view of the various forms in which porn
is consumed, of its psychological and social functions, and of its aesthetic and
cultural significance (Wicke, 1991). But while this scholarship has led to increasing
awareness of the various forms of pornographic expression, it has largely focused on
the visual genres of photography and film, and exploration of the language of
contemporary porn remains limited and uneven (Wicke, 1991:75).
Specific forms of erotic writing have received some critical attention when
they intersect with established research traditions; for example, work from a
lavender linguistics perspective has investigated the ways in which gay, lesbian and
queer identities are constructed in pornographic genres (Baker, 2005; Bolton, 1995;
Jacobs, 2000; Koller, 2015; Morrish & Sauntson, 2007), while scholars of a primarily
historical and literary bent have explored the evolving shapes of pornographic
genres (Frantz, 1989; Hunt, 1993; Moulton, 2000; Virdis, 2014). But, somewhat
paradoxically, research on contemporary, heterosexual, mainstream pornography
has been scarce (among the few exceptions, see Marko, 2008).
Such an omission is especially unfortunate because any attempt to interpret
the language used to depict sexuality and sexual activity, and especially its relation
to contentious social issues, is necessarily probabilistic and comparative (Partington
et al., 2013:12). Any principled attempt to evaluate contentions such as that
contemporary pornographic texts are characterised by “representational practices
that demean women” (Jeffries, 2007:1) requires the comparison of a corpus of such
texts with references built from analogous forms of language use (such as fiction in
general, or even specific genres showing specific affinities such as romance fiction;
cf. Patthey-Chavez et al., 1996). In the absence of a systematic description of
overall patterns in erotic writing as a whole, any claims about the relevance of the
linguistic phenomena observed to occur in specific cases or subtypes are essentially

speculative, and risk being biased by the drive towards corroborating previous
hypotheses (Marchi & Taylor, 2009).
Equally important is that such descriptions should avoid the temptation to
reduce genres as a homogeneous monolith. Partington et al. (2013:302) have
pointed out that typical pairwise comparison techniques such as keywords are
intrinsically geared towards identifying inter-corpus differences, and conversely
neglect similarities between corpora. In a similar manner, these techniques are of
little help in detecting or measuring internal diversity within a corpus, and as a result
may foster the appearance of uniformity or homogeneity within predefined
categories (Gries, 2006). In the light of the ongoing diversification of contemporary
pornography, characterised by ‘diff’rent strokes for diff’rent folks’ (Mazières et al.,
2014:80), reducing the key features of erotic writing to just a central tendency
would obscure the variety of sexual and stylistic interests that underlie it.
In this paper, we employ two sets of techniques for dimensionality reduction
to attempt a systematic description of this diversity. On one hand, we employ topic
modeling tools borrowed from computational linguistics (Jaworska & Nanda, 2016)
to produce data-driven, unsupervised classifications of stories collected from
Literotica.com, one of the oldest and largest erotic fiction repositories online
containing approximately 1.25 billion words. On the other hand, we employ the
resampling and bootstrapping techniques described by Gries (2006, 2008) to
attempt to measure the degree of homogeneity in the corpus and determine an
appropriate level of granularity for classification. Using co-occurrence measures, we
show that the diversity of content in the stories is not easily captured by pre-set
ontologies such as the genre system employed by the repository, but rather reflects
a complex mixture of semantic and stylistic traits that require detailed linguistic
analysis.
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