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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
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between users on social media platforms such as Pornhub seem to Accepted 30 May 2022

form solidarity links that grow into global digital communities. This

article applies quantitative, qualitative, and network analysis to the Soci . .
. . . f ocial media communities;

comments of a sample of 166 videos identified as belonging to the platformization; Pornhubs;

‘COVID-19 porn genre’. The analysis leads to the quest for a solidarity; COVID-19 porn

community of practice that builds and negotiates shared meanings

and values, and demonstrates forms of complicity and purpose, and

forms of recognized hierarchical structure. The study builds under

the shadow of a platformization dynamics that drives the whole

environment of Pornhub penetrating the social relations between

users. The article contributes to a discussion on online communities

and, specifically, the possibility of the rise of a global community

based on solidarity on porn sites.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In March 2020, a coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic was declared by the World
Health Organization (Adhanom 2020) with lasting global and massive consequences. The
measures and their impact disrupted the global economy, and the lockdowns to prevent
the spread of the coronavirus altered the patterns of media consumption. In many
countries, working, learning, and all sorts of entertainment activities moved online (Guld
2020). Under these circumstances, social media platforms thrived and often became
central environments for social interaction. Since the remote work by Shirky (2011), it is a
common trope to understand social media platforms as instruments for social interaction,
informal cooperation, and even political mobilization; but the COVID-19 pandemic
increased vastly the digital communicative activity (Nguyen et al. 2020). This increase
was not homogeneous around the world; it created deeper social inequalities, while it
also contributed to the growth of certain NSFW cultural platform imaginaries, as is the
case of ‘Only Fans’ (Van der Nagel 2021). But globally, such online traffic surge has gravi-
tated towards streaming services, news sources, and porn sites (Wright 2020).
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Pornhub, the self-proclaimed world-leading platform of adult video, promptly changed
its policies of access, offering free premium memberships first for the countries affected
most by lockdown measures such as Italy (on 12 March 2020), France, and Spain (16 March
2020); and then shifting it to the whole world (24 March 2020) as the pandemic spread
globally. The policy shift could be seen as a viral marketing strategy of the company,
but the platform users also demonstrated a high level of resilience and interest: Cerdan
Martinez, Villa-Gracia, and Deza (2021) contrasted the search trends to confirm the align-
ment with reports published by Pornhub, according to which users’ engagement with the
platform peaked. At the same time, Pornhub showed attempts to raise health and safety
awareness and immediately adapted the newly posted contents to the timely demands of
the audiences - growing a trend of ‘COVID-19 porn’ (Pornhub 2020).

This article explores to what extent, in times of global health and economic crisis, the
human networks connected through social media platforms such as Pornhub might high-
light forms of solidarity forming digital communities. The idea of community includes at
least a double sense: on one side is the designed platformizing intention of the company
that incorporated the disclaimer ‘Pornhub community’ at the beginning of every single
video, kidnapping the meaning of the word. On the other side is the user’s practice interact-
ing and participating in the comments sections of the videos, building what appears to be a
human social mesh of interactions. This article approaches Pornhub as a platform that has
successfully adopted features available in other social networking sites fitting it within the
platformization dynamics (Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal 2018); but the article also
approaches Pornhub as a community of practice that builds and negotiates socially
shared meanings and values through digitally enabled communicative interactions.

The quantitative, qualitative, and network analysis of the comments from 166 videos
from the COVID-19 porn genre (Belinskaya and Rodriguez-Amat 2021) shows that a com-
munity of practice of shared values and meanings, complicity, and hierarchy might be
emerging. Be it because the interface of Pornhub is designed for it or because there is
an unsatiated human thirst for civic contact, the question of online communities and
the arousal of solidarity networks on platformized porn sites is served.

From networked society to platformized porn

The complex nature of digital platforms makes them a challenging object of study. The
notion of platformization is also an opportunity to open debates (involving ownership,
extension, power) that are typically invisibilized in the social media research strand,
often focused on their societal impact. In the field of platforms and platformization,
there are a variety of perspectives and concepts that have covered multiple facets of
the complex process. These perspectives have linked platformization with an overwhelm-
ing body of literature on social media and cultural change (among many others Suther-
land and Jarrahi 2018; Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck 2019; Rieder, Coromina, and
Matamoros-Fernandez 2020; Chia et al. 2020).

The concept of platform, closely associated with Web 2.0, describes it as a space for
personalized interactions between users provided by the digital infrastructure that not
only collects but monetizes the data produced by those users (Poell, Nieborg, and van
Dijck 2019). Platformization as a process was introduced ‘to describe the growing inte-
gration of digital platforms’ business models, infrastructures, algorithms, and the
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surrounding practices into every facet of society’ (Chia et al. 2020, 4). The emphasis on the
process immediately includes the society as a whole and the changes in societal struc-
tures in terms of technological advances, policies, business models, competition, and
everyday practices: ‘In this process, platforms construct new value regimes and econom-
ies’ (Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal 2018, 24).

The process of platformization is seen by Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck as:

... the penetration of the infrastructures, economic processes, and governmental frame-
works of platforms in different economic sectors and spheres of life. And in the tradition of
cultural studies, we conceive of this process as the reorganisation of cultural practices and
imaginations around platforms. (2019, 5-6)

This process changed the way cultural production is organized and content distribu-
ted. For the porn industry, this means cheaper production and faster distribution;
but also helps it slip away from regulatory frames of intellectual property protection
of small creators. Also, the two-way system of production of value in platforms
makes users vulnerable: platforms profit from appropriating user-generated contents
(adding a corporate logo to all homemade videos) and from freely distributing-exhi-
biting contents created by others; and the commercialization of the data generated
by users’ participation is also profitable, as is the advertising within the centralized
platform. In short, platforms are clearly designed with the strategic purpose to keep
the viewer searching for the ideal image: ‘As a multi-billion-dollar industry, online por-
nography functions paradoxically as both an ideal of late capitalist production and a
source of great cultural anxiety’ (Keilty 2018, 341). Such an environment of profit
and attention-driven data from interaction has raised questions not only about the
governance of platforms but also particularly in relation to their regulation and their
impact on sex (Tiidenberg 2021). This is one of the aspects that directly involves
Pornhub. As an anticipated response to these issues, since 2013 the Sex-Tube corpor-
ation employs a new community protection strategy that promotes ‘professionalism,
technology, pop culture, education, transparency and social responsibility’ (Rodeschini
2021, 76) as part of its public communication.

Pornhub has allegedly been a platform per design since its start, but its features and
affordances also have changed over time. Its interface enables social interaction that
includes the possibilities of posting self-made videos, likes, views, rewards, subscription
systems, and comments (Belinskaya and Rodriguez-Amat 2021). This shows that the
industry is openly embracing the most successful features of other social media platforms.
Pornhub follows the Tube principle by combining amateur content with videos starred by
what the platform classifies as semi-professional models and pornstars' (Pornhub 2020b).
This organization of creators is similar to bottom-up YouTube communities, curating and
releasing previews or excerpts from professionally made videos (described by Burgess
and Green 2018).

Tyson et al. explored the features of Pornhub as a platform, and the factors of popu-
larity such as ‘profile views received, users subscribed to, wall comments sent’ (2015,
440), among others. The authors pioneered the research on the social-media-like
dynamics of platforms such as Pornhub, claiming that in social media research ‘the
adult domain remains largely untouched’ (2015, 437). Half a decade later, this article
aligns with the work that has already been done while it digs deeper into the community
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of users of Pornhub. To do this, it is also convenient to explore a little further how the
notions of community unfold in the context of platformized societies.

Platformized societies, algorithms, and connected communities
Indeed, social media and digital platforms constitute an integral part of modern post-
industrial society. The supranational tech corporations (built as platforms) such as Face-
book, Twitter, or Google-owned YouTube have been considered instrumental in redefin-
ing forms of public engagement, deliberation, inclusion, civic action, and solidarity
(Castells 2008). The whole internet (often used as a generic for Web 2.0) has been too
often treated as a utopian rebirth of the Habermasian concept of public sphere: a prom-
ised low-barrier entry and the mitigation of structural symbolic fences such as class, race,
gender, and ‘border crossing without mobility’ (Shaw 2017, 140). Such idealization of the
internet evolved into a participatory and a co-productive environment also provided a
promise for ‘imaginary cosmopolitanism’ (Zuckerman 2013). In this sense, the concept
of ‘network society’ (Castells 2000) seemed to anticipate a new stage of developments
of human organization granted by new technological advances, and allowing the decen-
tralization of the community and distributed decision-making processes.

However, the dream of a globally connected network of citizens in equality has been
critically nuanced over the years. Habermas (2006) himself or Van Dijk (2020) among other
scholars have pointed to it as a fragmented, or as platformised society:

After a decade of platform euphoria, in which tech companies were celebrated for empow-
ering ordinary users, problems have been mounting over the past three years. Disinforma-
tion, fake news, and hate speech spread via YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook poisoned
public discourse and influenced elections. (Van Dijk 2020, 1; original emphasis)

This has led to a more recent development of models and elaborated understandings of
the notion of public sphere as a connective circuit that builds on the notions of assem-
blages and interfaces (Brantner, Rodriguez-Amat, and Belinskaya 2021). Such new struc-
tures of the public sphere show heuristic capacity as they integrate social networks
and social structures in tension and critical dialogue with the new platformized environ-
ments of interaction.

As much as the notion of public sphere updates to adapt to the new transforming and
platformized communication ecosystem, an idea of social community remains close to the
core. McMillan and Charvis in 1986 defined four elements that constitute the ‘sense of
community’ that were further developed by Rotman, Golbeck, and Preece (2009): mem-
bership or feeling of belonging; influence; fulfilment of various needs; and shared
emotional connection. The participatory online culture of Web 2.0 has also been theorized
by scholars concerning user communities (Burgess and Green 2018, among others) - ‘Yet
the term “community”, in relation to these sites [with user-generated content], appears to
cover a range of different meanings’ (Van Dijk 2020, 45). On the apocalyptic end, authors
like Byung-Chul Han (2021) have dismissed the idea of online community and preferred to
talk about ‘hysteria of survival’ as a mechanism that dehumanizes society, leading to the
sacrifice of solidarity and community. But some other authors have paid attention to
describing online communities either underlining the needs of a shared cause (Hirsch
1990) or mutual interests (Rotman, Golbeck, and Preece 2009). More recently, and
within the context of social media platforms, a discussion of the idea of community
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progressively emerges as moving away from the transcendental notion of ‘shared project’
or ‘shared cause’ or ‘shared interest’ to highlight the functionally phatic idea of connec-
tion as interaction. In this sense, for instance, Shaw argued: ‘Cosmopolitan connectivity
between members of digital networks [...] results in “solidarity by connectivity” rather
than “by origin or by shared values”, distancing and isolating individuals from active inter-
action in society’ (2017, 146). Connectivity is seen as an extension of nodes of communi-
cation, which can be considered as a rather reductive, abstract, and superficial experience.
The research into YouTube networked communities by Rotman, Golbeck and Preece
revealed that ‘larger communal interaction patterns were rarely demonstrated. For the
users, these singular interactions were enough to form a feeling of belonging and attach-
ment to the amorphous community’ (2009, 47).

Fisher sees solidarity as an ‘emergent product’ of various repeated interactions,
meaning that ‘within an online community, where social capital and mutual trust exist,
community members are likely to show solidarity in the form of loyalty and willingness
to do things for one another’ (2019, 289). Narayan insists that social media can provide
a necessary communicative space for such emerging solidarity ‘while promoting the pat-
terns of interaction that shape our information practices and is easily integrated into one’s
social fabric, making it an ideal candidate for a public sphere’ (2013, 36). Also, more
recently, Airoldi (2021) has suggested that algorithm-enabled social connections are con-
structed by, and construct culture and society at the same time. Regardless of the algor-
ithm activity, then, the network of interactions can be understood as developing a
community of networked users in interaction that develop a form of shared solidarity
that builds towards that notion of public sphere.

The case of coronavirus porn

Pornhub’s global marketing campaign at the beginning of the pandemic has been con-
nected to a record traffic increase in March and April 2020 (Pornhub 2020a). The cam-
paign started with the granting of free premium access and the launching of the
informational campaign ‘staying at home'. Users and contributors to the platform were
asked to use the hashtag #StayHomeHub, and part of the resulting traffic revenue was
donated to Italian hospitals (Silver 2020). Verified users were also granted a 100% pay-
out as well, without the usual Pornhub commissions. After that, Pornhub itself stated
that in Italy the traffic went up to 57%. Globally, by March 2020, the world traffic increase
- correlated with the implementation dates of the lockdown measures — had risen by 30%
too (these are data according to Pornhub 2020a).

Pornhub has referred to timely search-term increases, such as the surge of ‘The Joker'-
related terms coinciding with the global release of the Oscar-awarded film (Pornhub
2020). Similarly, in early 2020, search terms on Pornhub saw a significant increase in cor-
onavirus topics: ‘coronavirus porn’ or ‘covid’ exceeded 9.1 million searches (Mestre-Bach,
Blycker, and Potenza 2020) and so have shown Cerddn Martinez, Villa-Gracia, and Deza
(2021). Pornhub has actively intended to construct a socially accepted brand (Gorbatch
2019); but its actions have also been systematically put into question. The New York
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof (2020) published an exploitative article (Turner 2020)
sharing concerns on privacy, misogyny, or abuse related to revenge porn practices and
the Pornhub responsibility. Criticized by Grant (2020), Kristof also mentioned issues invol-
ving the monetization of rape porn, or the use of spy cams, and the possibility to



6 e J. R.RODRIGUEZ-AMAT AND Y. BELINSKAYA

download the content from the webpage - as this would allow videos to be re-uploaded
and spread incessantly.

As a response to the public discussion triggered by the article, in December 2020
Pornhub implemented a three-strand change in the platform publication policies: first,
videos could only be uploaded by verified users. Until the implementation of a new ver-
ification program, all of the unverified users’ uploaded content would be held inaccess-
ible. Second, to eliminate the download button and only allow download under
payment conditions within the model program, adding control over the re-uploads of
any deleted content. And third, the moderation system was expanded to include an
additional layer of moderation that would discover, flag, and ban any potentially illegal
content (Pornhub 2021).

Methodology

This article builds from previously published research about the video contents and the
genre of ‘COVID-19 porn’ (Authors 2021). The networks of interactive activity among
members of the Pornhub community are explored by using those same previously col-
lected data. This has allowed the authors to track the impact of the new Pornhub policies,
which changed the sample slightly, as will be described in the following results.

After checking the changes in the sample against the new platform policies, this study
analyzes the comments of the available videos (166 videos) from a triple perspective: a
qualitative analysis of the algorithm-provided, most-relevant comments of the users
(not the video contents); a quantitative textual analysis of the most commonly used
words and emojis in those comments; and a network analysis of the relationships
between users through the comment conversations. This serves to identify the relational
network between users, and the comment contents.

The data were collected on 3 April 2020 using a set of search keywords that led to
the videos provided by the platform algorithm: ‘coronavirus’, ‘coronavirus porn’, ‘Cor-
onavirus Patients’, ‘Coronavirus Quarantine’, ‘Coronavirus Sex’, and ‘Covid 19’. The
initial search brought up around 7000 videos, many repeated because they appeared
in several searches (3468 unique videos). The hashtags associated with all of those
videos helped design a sampling process based on hashtag affinity: the combination
of COVID-19-relevant hashtags with videos that contained three or more of them.
This operation delivered a final sample of 285 videos. Figure 1 shows how the 3468
unique videos related to the hashtags. The network graph (Figure 1a) shows 3468
video nodes grouped around hashtags (every dot is a video, hashtags seen as text).
The videos are organized around seven modules of keywords: the modularity commu-
nities are statistically identified following Blondel et al.’s (2008) model that consists of
calculating the strongest probability of connection between two points and grouping
them, forming clusters that are graphically represented as the colours of the edges.
The translation of the probable connection into a community of interaction is
common practice in social media-related research (Guerra et al. 2013). The 285
videos shown in red in Figure 1 indicate the sample (for more on this, see Belinskaya
and Rodriguez-Amat [2021]) (Table 1).

On 1 February 2021, the sample of 285 was searched again to identify any videos that
had been disabled after the new Pornhub policies. A total of 166 videos were still
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Figure 1. (a) Network graph of 3468 video nodes grouped around hashtags. (b) The 286 videos of the
first sample (red). (c) All of the videos collected (grey), the videos of the sample still working (red), and
the videos not working (colours; see Table 1).

available; but the rest had been deleted, disabled, or not verified, or were pending verifi-
cation, private, or unavailable due to newly implemented country restrictions. This new
sample (Figure 1c) still serves for the analysis of the comments; as do the metadata of
the disappeared videos.

The results’ section starts with a review of the absent videos. After that, the analysis
focuses on the relational data obtained through the engagement of the commenting
users. These data are analyzed as a network of comments and users. A quantitative
textual analysis identifies the most frequent words and emojis in the comments. The
qualitative analysis starts with documentation of the comments available from the auto-
mated collection. The comments were taken apart and then put back together in a more
meaningful way (Creswell 2015, 156). This process helped the coding process that led to

Table 1. Network of non-working videos of the initial sample (reasons provided by platform).

Colour Type of video Number %
Grey Universe of COVID-19 videos 3468 68.38
Red Initially sampled videos (by hashtag and relevance) 285 18.55
Light blue Disabled videos 59 5.03
Dark grey Not verified (unavailable) 1 4,58
Orange Videos not found 13 1.45
Dark pink Videos deleted 13 134
Green Videos removed 3 0.22
Light pink Videos not available in country 2 0.22
Dark blue Private videos 1 0.1
Magenta Videos pending verification 1 0.11
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the posterior categorization following the lines suggested by Elliott (2018). This coding
process is a way of processing the high density of the comments’ textual data and meta-
data. The purpose of coding was to identify forms of interaction between the participants
in the comment conversation. The codes then led to the development of categories point-
ing to expressions, appeals, and interactions to identify complicities between users. The
analysis was driven by a specific attention paid to comments mentioning coronavirus,
or any other forms of connection or complicity. That qualitative analysis increased in
depth as soon as combined categories could show patterns of discourses that revealed
forms of solidarity, of complicity, and of shared community values.

These three forms of analysis complement each other, too. The network analysis (rela-
tional data) complements the quantitative analysis (word and emoji frequencies), and the
qualitative analysis (attributes—meanings—complicities) that sheds some light on the
‘nature’ of those social interactions. The combination of these three forms of analysis
allows one to identify patterns that represent norms, solidarity, and relationships built
through the commenting interaction process, and leads to the identification of key
traits compatible with the process of platformization. The platformization of Pornhub is
a process that penetrates and also shapes some relations between participants.

This article deals with online data. This means that the findings have some limitations and
that we took some ethical considerations. Among the limitations are the dependence on the
algorithm and the issues related to data-borrowing from the internet that edges ethical
difficulties and concerns. This research, this small sample, and this very specific context of
COVID-19 porn can only know what is presented by the algorithm, and must ignore the fea-
tures concealed by it. The comments collected are also determined by the site criteria of rel-
evance, which might not be the most significant for the project. We cannot deal with all of
the comments, and therefore can only approach issues like repetition, horizontal partici-
pation of users, and deeper networks within these limitations. However, and in spite of
these conditions, this exploration is a stimulating inspiration for further research.

Users identified through the data collection were unaware of the research because
their comments are in the public domain - accessible without a password - and freely
available on the platform. Still, the ethics process has been thorough, and the decisions
are made in a tension between the precision of the references to the available data
and then making sure that in no identifiable way can the material be traced back to
single individuals. This article does not mention any single user(name) and the qualitative
and literal textual analysis of the comments was safely kept. Following the guidelines of
the Internet Research Association (Franzke et al. 2020) in the writing, the authors have
made sure that the reproduced verbatim is untraceable to the origin, authorship, or
context (absence of author or identification of the video the text is responding to). Fur-
thermore, the data obtained have been only borrowed for this specific research, and
will be made accessible for further research exploration following the principle of the
open data policy. In doing this, still, the authors commit to maintaining the identity of
any user anonymous, and to prioritizing the protection of their individual integrity.

Findings

The initial data collection (April 2020) was planned early after the first lockdowns, expand-
ing globally during March 2020. The initial stages of the research were oriented towards
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the understanding of the features of the user activity around what was known as
‘COVID-19 porn’ (Authors 2021). This article is part of the second phase of that
programme, and focuses on the users’ interactions. However, due to the Pornhub policies
implemented in December 2020, only 60% of the original videos remain available.
Fourteen per cent of those early videos were not verified and at the stage of the
second data collection (February 2021) only one video was pending review. Also, one
of the videos went private. Two videos were ‘not accessible from your country’, which
indicates a change in the policies of access and distribution: from these two videos,
one was posted by a still existing profile located in Australia with no videos on it. The
user’s profile of the other video is currently unavailable.

The 13 ‘Not Found’ videos return the same technically oriented message: ‘Error Page
Not Found'. This message leads to the belief that the videos have changed URL location
or that the user might have deleted them, or re-posted them under another title (see
Figure 2 for a graphic representation of the two samples).

Removing videos from the platform might not help the number of viewers, but
re-uploading them can help increase subscription: surges of viewership related to key-
words — as described - relate the interest of viewers to trending topics; and a video
that is successful because it contains a particular hashtag or a particular word in the
title earns subscribers. Re-uploading with new titles and new hashtags can therefore
be a strategy for users to gain subscribers, too. As described by Rieder, Coromina, and
Matamoros-Fernandez (2020), subscription and viewership are factors that intervene in
the remuneration of the users; more the former than the latter — this is what the
Pornhub model program does.

The stability of subscribers suggests that around particular profiles some clusters of
users, fans, could have formed; and if these subscribers interact (for instance, in the com-
ments), then networks forming communities can start to emerge.

Network analysis

Considerations about the relations between users and posts (539 user nodes) show the
presence of groups of comments-users (488 links—edges) forming differently shaped net-
works of participants in the comments section of the videos. The core of the graph

Videos of the original sample

41 (14.4%) A Disabled videos
@ Verification .
e Deleted
oun!
® ry @ Disabled
Disabled
13 (22.0%) Removed
@ NotFound
@ Private 59 (20.7%)
@ Pending Review 168 (58.9%)

@ Active videos

Figure 2. Videos available and absent in February 2021 in relation to the earlier sample of April 2020.
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representing those relations can be seen in Figure 3; and the examples of clusters formed
by the network of interactions.

There are 57 modular clusters or ‘communities”: in the graph, each is identified by
a different colour (Figure 3). This section is a clear feature of how most of the clusters
work: the central node is the user who posted the video, and the comments include
that same user illustrating who has responded to the comments. This is a recurrent
shape that can include more or fewer users, showing the participation of the same
user posting as the respondent. The image only shows the few clusters closest to
the core; but around this centre there are multiple smaller clusters, similar to
cluster 41 (Figure 3, far bottom right, circled). They are formed by one video-post
and three or four comments. These networks are linear and do not generate conver-
sation-like interactions. These smaller clusters are abundant in the outside edge of
this network graph.

On other occasions, like cluster 8 (Figure 3, bottom centre, enhanced), the network has
another shape. The cluster is formed by 38 nodes and is also almost isolated from the core
of the network - it is only connected through a user ‘unknown’ in cluster 48. Multiple
users (37 users) comment to a central post that is non-responsive. In this case, the
network could be showing that the video was posted by a celebrity with a lot of fan-fol-
lowers; and most of the users are not even expecting a response.

Yet for another case (Figure 3, bottom left, enhanced), the network stretches because
several users intervene in multiple comments, building what looks like a conversation
spreading across the nodes, with some repeated nodes. The comments form a modular

o
OOOOOOOQ
09 OO
%o
000
o 09099
00©®

Cluster41

Figure 3. Network of comments and interactions between users in the videos of the sample. Cluster 8
(enhanced, right side) is isolated from the core network. The network enhanced (left side) shows a
cluster of interactions between videos within the core network; and Cluster 41 (circled, bottom
right) is an example of cluster isolated from the core network.
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cluster out of the 57 nodes. This is closer to what this research is looking for: users repeat-
ing across comments establishing a conversation that carries, and accumulates, building a
form of shared knowledge with it. The forthcoming qualitative analysis of the attributes of
the comments can show whether such shared knowledge builds towards some forms of
solidarity, trust, and social capital accumulated through the culture emerging from these
networks.

Quantitative analysis

As a transition compromise between the analysis of the network of users and comments,
and the qualitative analysis of the meanings of the comments, it is useful to quantitatively
explore the wording in the comments. In this case, the word-frequency count is particu-
larly illustrative (Figure 4). The 100 most used words across all of the texts available in the
comments (extracting the stop words and some meta-words including ‘comments’, ‘http’,
or ‘videos’) are shown in this visualization.

The word ‘view’, still very prominent, stands as an artefact from the ‘video views’ but
has been left because it also points to the users’ requests. There is an abundance of words
showing support, appreciation, and general positive attitude such as ‘love’ (the most
used, 77 mentions) or ‘thank’, ‘merci’, ‘amazing’, ‘perfect’, ‘enjoy’, ‘awesome’, and ‘wow’.
The COVID-19-related sample also shows a line of often-used words referring to the
cloud of associated meanings: coronavirus—corona, gloves, quarantine, mask, virus. Of
course, sex-related words extend from ‘please’ in its extensive meaning associated with
pleasure to body parts, sensations, and practices. Some words point at gender-discrimi-
natory uses, too.

In line with this analysis of word frequency, Figure 5 shows the quantified use of
emojis. The emoji references to body parts are very few, mostly pointing to facial traits:
kiss, lips, or tongue. Instead, it seems that emojis point to emotions or sensations (fire,

amazing .. anal ., ass
beautiful ., best
cock
cum

fuck

love nice
please
pUSSY ., qu really
sexy stay
thank
unknown .. VIEW

watch K 1) WOW

Figure 4. Word-frequency count of the collected comments (stop words deleted).
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Figure 5. Frequency count of the emojis used in the comments.

or heart in multiple colours) and contribute to build a friendly (rather than explicit or
sexual) complicity via wink, thumb up, smile, hearted eyes, or kiss. Many of these
emojis are repeated within the messages, which might slightly alter this very rough
count; and obviously, not all emojis always carry the same meanings.

Qualitative analysis

The analysis of the comments themselves started by a first approximation to the wording
and construction of the messages. The analysis started by paying particular attention to
mentions of coronavirus or similar, but soon expanded from their searching for forms of
social connection. The texts of the comments were read and labelled, identifying diverse
elements in every text including expressions of emotion, appealing to other users,
responses, any trace of identification, or complicity. These elements led towards the
identification of forms of community-related categories that were consistently identified,
and later to forms of solidarity.

Solidarity: emerging forms of complicity

Complicity between the users and between the participants appeared immediately in the
analysis of the comments. The COVID-19 conditions of lockdown, global pandemic, and
sanitary measures not only inform the contents of the videos but also inform the presence
of tag-words in the comments: ‘#FUCKCORONAVIRUS #&'. To a certain extent, the COVID-19
conditions also inform networks of solidarity growing among the members - this is what we
have labelled as coronavirus complicity.

This analysis of the comments shows multiple forms of interactions between users that
turn around COVID-19: for instance, appealing to general awareness and sharing global
wishes, such as ‘take care of yourself’(Q1)2, pointing also to the context and conditions
related to coronavirus (users discussing the relevance of coronavirus and global panic).

Other examples show supportive, compassionate and accompanying tone messages
to users that suffer from COVID-19 (‘i hope you feel better soon'[Q2]; ‘get well[Q3]') or
mention lockdown-related vulnerability such as loneliness (‘lonely people like me’'[Q2]).
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Some COVID-19 related messages, however, include an ironic turn that sometimes pre-
sents itself as clean and innocent (‘Ok who else just looked for “coronavirus” to check what
would appear’®), whereas in other cases COVID-19 slips the discussion towards the erotic
field ('No coronavirus can leave us without sex’) or adding playfulness to the safety
measures by commenting on the video that social distancing rules require at least six
feet between the actors (Q5).

All of these diverse types of comments seem to have in common that they build a form
of closeness between users through the context of COVID. This is what in the analysis was
categorized as coronavirus complicity. More detailed attention to the comments shows
that comments build other forms of complicity between participants: gender complicity
and national complicity are only two of the most prominent.

For the examples of gender complicity, it must be insisted that this research stems from
the default search engine in heterosexual mode. Topics and gender stereotypes emerge
more often than not within this heteronormative dual frame. This was already noted by
Tyson et al. (2015). In whatever case, the analysis has detected subtle complicities among
female profiles: for instance, calling each other ‘girl’ or ‘sis’ in the conversation seems to
appeal to proximity and to a form of understanding: ‘Hihihi thank you sis«'. In other
cases, this complicity includes empowering through comments about the body, and posi-
tive support, mentioning the good technical quality of video and a ‘perfect pair of tits'(Q9).

National complicity is also present in the comments. A user from ltaly stated that he/
she has uploaded the video to stay closer to other people in his/her country(Q6). The col-
lection point of the sample was late March, when Italy was suffering the full swing of the
COVID infection.

However, the national complicity extends also towards the language. Whereas most of
the comments still are in a dominant English language, a diversity of languages has been
detected in the comments (ltalian - the second most popular - Spanish, French, Tagalog
[Philippines] Russian, Portuguese, German, or Finnish). Comment languages tend to cor-
relate with the language and declared country of the user who posted the video. This con-
tinuity between comment language and users’ language posting is one of the factors that
coincide with the interactions graph insisting that comments and users tended to form
relatively closed comment circuits around the videos. This is a form of national order
that shows the network; but still it is a form of reproducing a national/linguistic sense
of community.

All of the described forms of complicity are indicative of at least a very basic level of
respect and of solidarity between the users — no aggression, no discouragement, no criti-
cism; and instead multiple forms of encouragement, solidarity, confession, and declara-
tion of physical attraction.

A community of shared knowledge and shared values

The network analysis has shown a relational link between the multiple user nodes; and
while those links were rather weak, there are two aspects worth considering understand-
ing the attributes of these - first is the level of social norms or values, and second is the
structure of relations between participants. If there is a form of community it is because
there are sets of norms shared and practised and negotiated among the users; and as in
any community, it is expected that the relations among them are not entirely horizontal
but that some hierarchy might be revealed from the practice.
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The level of the social norms adopts multiple shapes: from the uses of language to the
recurrent repetition of traditional - and sometimes comfortably and recurrently conserva-
tive — practices. However, sometimes, cases of lucidity also emerge among the comments,
and smartly deconstruct the apparently popular genre of step-family quarantine porn.
One of the commentators (Q7) shares the feeling of being disturbed by this genre,
which, however, in his/her opinion normalizes the fantasy of intercourse with a stranger.

Among males, there are also forms of communication that emerge clearly appealing to
their capacity or their intentions. In one of the cases, there was a slight disagreement
between two (supposedly) males commenting on the body of a female: one preferring
curves but still stating that the forms of the model were ‘too much’, and the second com-
mentator agreeing but claiming desire to ‘pound her ass’'(Q8). This is one of the comments
that also points at a relative form of body-shaming, and it is exceptional all along within
the analyzed comments.

Indeed, all across the analysis, the aroused attitude of the comments tends to praise
and to positively express support and admiration for the contouring bodies exhibited
on the videos. This support is not always the same: from explicit declarations of love/
attraction (such as invitation to stay in quarantine together[Q11]) to words of encourage-
ment inviting for more (‘please more of ... [Q12]); and then the tension between the
direct expression of the sexual wishes towards the model (‘I want to have sex with
[your ass]'[Q13]), and the less invasive and almost intimate personal confession of
arousal ('l almost came in my pants’). Among these ranges of expressions, the underlying
accepted feeling of arousal and sexual intention crosses all of the activity, and it becomes
natural and common practice to express it with words.

In their confessional openness, users also seem to agree on the claim for authenticity as
a form of truth: fake behaviours, filters, or unnatural body shapes are signalled and dis-
couraged (‘please stop with the snapchat filters'[Q14]), whereas authentic behaviours
are the material of confession and uncontrollable body reactions are supported.

These sets of norms do not emerge spontaneously. The practices of a structured (at
least lightly) community help them. Users set up and practice and reproduce relationships
among them, and this is the whole purpose of the community: many of these relations are
egalitarian, and the users show forms of horizontal understanding. Among others, users
call each other in first and second-person pronouns: you and me, or address the models
by the first name (‘Jess was on fire’). This is a horizontal form and a form of circumventing
- or even negotiating - authority, if required.

The celebrity/model user structure

These categories are defined by Pornhub (see Belinskaya and Rodriguez-Amat 2021). At
the top of such a hierarchical system of relations are the celebrities. They are known by
the participants as a form of shared knowledge within the Pornhub community culture.
They are referred to mostly in the third person: ‘Chanty has such a hot and fit body!".
Celebrities not only embody the top of a hierarchical structure — as pornstars — but are
also a product of a process of platformization that has enthroned such internal pyramidal
structure by enabling algorithms based on sets of criteria of relevance. Pornstars are not
only encouraged ('liked this video, super hot’) but also asked to respond to the demands
of the users in terms of clothes, make-up, surroundings, and poses (‘try to sexy talk and
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make up’). In the comments, the models respond to those requests: ‘Absolutely! | will
make more tonight «'.

Such a celebrity system, and the awareness of users and comments, point to another
level of discussion. Users, and the videomakers, know how the platform works, and bring
the comments towards a meta-level of technical production. There are mentions to the
location of the videos (' ... please have more outdoor public creampie fucking??’) or to
the focus ("Your videos are perfectly in focus, well rendered and the fucking is perfect’).
This is parallel to the authenticity that is claimed as a shared value: the understanding
here is that whereas the bodies are expected to spontaneously and sexually react in an
authentic manner, the preparation of the videos requires a level of craft that is everything
but natural. The models also participate in those technical interactions: ‘You're right, my
2nd camera moved out of focus ... Next timell’.

Users that promote themselves in the comments establish a form of consumerist
relation with the other users; instead of setting horizontal relations, they set relationships
masked by the expression of some fundamental desire. These users intend to monetize
their comments and their relationship with other users. This is another example of the
platformization process penetrating the network of social interactions. Self-promotion
(or rather spam) comments create a de-solidarizing effect: @ Fuck me somebody! ©
visit free gift - [web page address]. Some of them are intended to build a social
network with aspirational aims (‘Agree! And you can rate my video, I'm a beginner. %',
‘Follow my channel’, ‘consider subscribing to my profile, thanks!’).

There are also multiple comments referring to (other) social media: offers to follow
users on Snapchat or Twitter ("Just sent you a Twitter follow request. Keep in touch’);
or discussions that involve having been exiled from other platforms with tighter behav-
ioural moderation criteria (‘this isn't youtube, it's Pornhub, nobody cares,’). There are
also known common practices and a set of skills acquired from activity in other platforms:
‘DM me if you wanna collaborate’ or ‘private message me'.

All these forms of the complex inter-connection of Pornhub with other platforms, in
this case through the behaviour of the users themselves, clearly resonates with that
media convergence that engages viewers ‘immediately with multiple media simul-
taneously when landing on a pornographic video streaming site’ (Keilty 2018, 340). This
is a design strategy, and also a symptom whatever the relations between the users,
and even if those might mask or be genuinely driven by pure human solidarity, they
are only enabled, steered, and managed through the design features of affordances
established, moderated, and perverted by the platformized reason.

Conclusions

The analysis of the comments under the COVID-19 porn videos points to a specific form of
a shared language between the users. There is something more than the wording, too:
some of the interactions show that there are conversations between common partici-
pants that expand across videos. The textual analysis demonstrates how these inter-
actions carry shared meanings: from the world complicity of persons in lockdown to
the complicity of persons sharing sexual arousal. These connections are embedded in
the aprioristic conditions of the COVID-19 porn sample, but they enhance other forms
of pragmatic connection detected (gender, or national complicity). An extended
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complicity that slowly and discretely slips into forms of richer contact, and shared cultural
meanings and values.

These indicators seem to resonate with previous research that already pointed to an
early scent of a community (Belinskaya and Rodriguez-Amat 2021); and in this case, the
common ground includes practices, knowledge, and values that substantiate this idea
of a community built through links that might be of a fundamental solidarity that
involves a sort of naked and transgressive form of human trust and of shared social
capital.

Among the very human reactions and explicit language, the ties of close contact are
alive and somehow seem to build a common communicative place: a territory where
admiring and expressing desire is permitted and a community liberated from some tra-
ditional or conservative values could be emerging. However, among those reactions,
gender discrimination still appears and the stereotypes of the patriarchal society seem
to have gained, again, permission to be.

Other expressions, instead, take a novel shape: the ‘like me’ or ‘follow me' mess-
ages, or the calls for continuity on other platformized sites. These messages do not
fit in the porn languages - they are imported and implanted from an extended plat-
form culture. Such transposition of messages dangerously assimilates Pornhub to any
other participatory Web 2.0 social media site that moderates its contents; and this
favours Pornhub. Whatever bad press the notion of platformization might carry (copy-
right, ownership, ringfencing, censorship, data protection, data traffic, or privacy issues
among many others), Pornhub benefits from it; because the design and affordances of
social participation are part of a platform-laundering strategy that assimilates Pornhub
to other less body abusive platforms like Twitter or Facebook. In other words, the pre-
tending to be a social media platform design of the Pornhub interface humanizes a
tube network where the unregulated porn industry is allowed to possibly exploit
bodies globally.

This research has shown that the comments of the videos present deep connections
between users that build forms of proximity and trust with each other. Of course, the
small sample of COVID-19 porn might have generated an artefact: the common cultural
meanings might be provoked by the pandemic situation — users needed to express soli-
tude and desire for sexual proximity. It could also be that this community, detected
through the analysis, is the product of the platform interface - it is known that plat-
forms design their sites to promote interaction and to monetize active engagement
and count visits, interactions, and clicks. The network analysis has shown a clique of
nodes but they might be just a hashtag community that will fade with the COVID-19
porn moment. Yet this research must be read as a promising start. Beneath the
global tentacles and the difficult wires of the porn industry, and below the platform
economy and the culture of the exploitation of the emotional interactions, there is a
community of human solidary members that still wish each other to stay safe while
being aroused.

Notes

1. The article uses the terms ‘model’ for verified amateur performers and ‘pornstar’ for pro-
fessional performers engaged in studio work (see https://www.modelhub.com/blog/8601).
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These two terms replicate the classification provided by Pornhub and kept in the users analy-
sis by Belinskaya and Rodriguez-Amat (2021), and both correspond to ‘porn performer’ as a
more established term (see Pezzuto 2019).

2. In order to grant users’ anonymity, quotes have been decontextualized and codified.

3. The quote was rephrased to grant anonymity.
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