
Policy & Sex Online
Ethics and Policy Issues in Computing

Maggie Oates
March 21, 2019



A Preface



Why talk about tech &

?



Why talk about tech & sex?

1. Sex is messy; tech is not good at messy
2. Sex changed the Internet
3. The Internet changed sex



Aside: sex work primer



Sex work primer: words
● sex work, sex worker, erotic labor = umbrella terms
● prostitution = legal term
● Some types of sex work

○ stripping
○ porn performing
○ camming
○ full service
○ street work
○ sexual surrogate

● pimps, johns, beards Anna Katzen, Harvard grad, cam girl



Sex work primer: who? [on her recent public fame]
“We live in a capitalist society. I 
think if anyone, in any field, 
was approached and someone 
said, ‘Hi! You know that job 
you are already doing? Would 
you like to do it next week for 
quadruple your normal pay?’ 
Show me one person who 
would say no...I’m just trying 
to do things to keep it fun.”

Stormy Daniels: award-winning 
porn director, actress & stripper



Sex work primer: who? “When you’re 16 years old...and you’re faced 
with the high cost of gender affirmative 
healthcare, the hurdles are high and 
overwhelming, and sex work becomes the 
most appealing, viable, efficient option...and I 
couldn’t deny that witnessing the women of 
Merchant Street take their lives into their own 
hands, empowered me. Watching these women 
every weekend gathered in sisterhood and 
community, I learned firsthand about body 
autonomy, about resilience and agency, about 
learning to do for yourself in a world that is 
hostile about your existence.”  

-Janet Mock: American writer, television host, director, 
producer, ex-street worker



Sex work primer: who?

“I was having a moment of 
doubt in my self about the 
work I was doing...but no, 
absolutely, you need to be 
taking compensation for the 
work you’re doing with your 
body. It’s still a sacred thing. 
Being paid for sex work does 
not make the work any less.”

-Mija. Montana-based indigenous 
sexual healer 



Sex work primer: who? “When I had to do sex 
work, it was definitely 
survival. Because even 
working a part-time job 
for a non-profit where 
I'm saving lives was not 
paying me enough to 
sustain in life.” 

-Ceyenne Doroshow: NYC trans activist, 
ex-SWer



Sex work primer: who?

“I’m providing a 
professional service 
for my clients. I chose 
this, and I enjoy it.” 
-Maxime Durocher. “Companion for Women”  



Sex work primer who?: who?
“...when I was 19 when this pimp trafficked me 
from Pittsburgh to New York City to do sex work! 
I remember him and his friend picking me up in 
a Wilkinsburg while I was strolling the streets 
late night deciding if I wanted to go back home 
or live in my truth...I thought he would kill me [for 
being trans] frfr but he told me he knew a spot I 
could go work! He took me to this diner, then 
walked my down to “Herron Ave” (I think that 
was the name of the street) but it was a trans 
stroll and there where girls everywhere!!! I felt 
safer in that moment especially considering I 
didn’t know where the hell I was. He told me to 
meet him at that diner at 6am the next morning 
and I never returned.” 

-Ciora Thomas, Founder of SisTers Pgh



Sex work primer: who?
“I remember this one time while homeless and sex 
working years ago - I had a session with a clean 
cut, professional black cis guy and it went great, I 
actually felt a connection to allow him to become a 
regular, but afterwards he beat my ass to a pulp 
and took back my money and said to me "Call the 
police if you want, who's gonna believe a man in 
wig prostituting his life away?" 
#BlackTransLivesMatter #TransSexWorkersMatter 
#OurLivedExperiecesMatter” 
-Ciora Thomas, Founder of SisTers Pgh



Sex work primer: who?
● Variety of reasons

○ Work flexibility
○ Economic reasons
○ No other job options
○ Interest

● Marginalized communities (people of color, trans women, people with chronic 
pain, indigenous people, etc) are disproportionately represented
○ Those groups also disproportionately work in the more dangerous forms 

of sex work
● Many people work independently in the US
● Can be hard to leave the business



My personal views
● Sex work, for the most part, should be considered the same as other bodily 

and emotional labor
○ special considerations for gendered dynamics & unique gendered danger
○ special considerations for contractual obligation & consent

● Stigma & illegal status also makes it more dangerous; I am a 
decriminalization advocate



1. Sexual Content
2. Online Sex Trafficking
3. Sextech



Policy &
Sexual 
Content

vintage ASCII pr0n



What do you do about all this sexual content?
Note: We’re in the 1990s: There’s little to no internet regulation

1. Cyber-Libertarians
2. Social Engineers
3. Free Marketers
4. Moderates
5. Moral Conservatives
6. Old Economy Regulators
7. Tech Companies & Trade Associations
8. Bricks-and-Mortars
9. Sex industry

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7V4WR1We2FM


Communications Decency Act (1996)

“Indecency often is inseparable from the ideas 
and viewpoints conveyed, or separable only with 
loss of truth or expressive power.” 

—Justice Anthony Kennedy



The Great Web Blackout



Communications Decency Act (1996)
Section 230: 

"No provider or user of an interactive computer 
service shall be treated as the publisher or 
speaker of any information provided by another 
information content provider."



Safe Harbors

Digital Millennium 
Copyright Act
● Platforms aren’t liable for users’ 

copyright infringement
○ if they follow guidelines

Communications 
Decency Act
● Platforms aren’t liable for users’ 

speech
○ in most cases

(Not how this works in other parts of the world!)



UK 2017 “Digital Economy Act” Age Verification



Brazil, Canada, US: The V-Chip



Perfect 10, Inc. v. Amazon.com, Inc.
● also sued Google
● Their photos being reposted all over the web



Policy & Sex Trafficking





The National Center for Missing and 
Exploited Children: 420+ cases of 
missing children appeared in ads on 
Backpage



What do you do in response to this horrific story?  

1. Cyber-Libertarians
2. Social Engineers
3. Free Marketers
4. Moderates
5. Moral Conservatives
6. Old Economy Regulators
7. Tech Companies & Trade Associations
8. Bricks-and-Mortars
9. Sex industry

10. Anti-Sex trafficking organizations, victims, survivors, families

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7V4WR1We2FM


FOSTA/SESTA
“a fine, a prison term of up to 10 years, or both—on a person who, using a facility 
or means of interstate or foreign commerce, owns, manages, or operates an 
interactive computer service (or attempts or conspires to do so) to promote or 
facilitate the prostitution of another person.”

“(Sec. 5) The bill amends the federal criminal code to define a phrase related to 
the prohibition on sex trafficking. Currently, it a crime to knowingly benefit from 
participation in a venture that engages in sex trafficking. This bill defines 
"participation in a venture" to mean knowingly assisting, supporting, or 
facilitating a sex trafficking violation.”

-congress.gov summary 





Do you support FOSTA/SESTA?

1. Free Marketers
2. Moderates
3. Moral Conservatives
4. Old Economy Regulators
5. Tech Companies & Trade Associations
6. Congress
7. Sex industry
8. Anti-Sex trafficking organizations, victims, survivors, families
9. Cyber-Libertarians

10. Social Engineers

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7V4WR1We2FM


Do you support FOSTA/SESTA? (results!)

1. Free Marketers - Mostly No
2. Moderates - Mostly No
3. Moral Conservatives - Yes
4. Old Economy Regulators - Mostly Yes
5. Tech Companies & Trade Associations - Mixed. 

a. Disney, 21st Century Fox - Yes
b. Internet Association (Facebook, Google, etc)- Wary, Switched to 

Yes
6. Congress - Yes
7. Sex industry - No
8. Anti-Sex trafficking organizations, victims, survivors, families - Yes
9. Cyber-Libertarians - No

10. Social Engineers - Mostly No



Other (voluntary) shutdowns
● Craigslist personals
● Reddit subreddits (r/escorts)
● VerifyHim
● YourDominatrix.com blocked US ads
● Pounced.org (furry site)

○ too small to enforce

● Escorting, massage sites
● Switter (involuntarily) pulled down by 

Cloudflare



Platform Policy Responses
● Google Play: “Sexually explicit content,” including “promotional images of sex 

toys” 
● Google Drive blocking access to sex worker’s own content (may or may not 

be related to bill)
● Microsoft now bans “inappropriate content”
● Widespread bans of any in-person sexual transaction

○ e.g., MyFreeCams changed TOS can’t offering to meet a site member for 
a token

○ Eventbrite banning sexual events
● In general, increase in automated censorship 

https://play.google.com/about/restricted-content/inappropriate-content/hate-speech/
https://wiki.myfreecams.com/wiki/Rules_and_Guidelines


Automated Moderation



Automated Moderation



Ramifications
“I don’t have the same access to 
blacklists, to community support, 
and to screening….[the ability to 
advertise and screen online] “saves 
our lives on a daily basis.”

-Siouxsie Q, on the 2014 shutdown of 
MyRedbook.com



Ramifications

“50x more likely to be murdered on the job than a 
police officer”

Based on data from a 2004 study Poterrat et al., American Journal of 
Epidemiology



Takeaways?
● Data. Is. Hard. Be. Skeptical.
● Lots of stakeholders with lots of motivations
● Policy often has unintended effects

○ or intended implicit effects
● I try return to the question:

Who is harmed here? 
What do they want & need? 



Design Cases in
Sextech

Takeaway?

What design or 
business choices 

would you consider?



LegalFling

Takeaway?



Callisto

Takeaway?



WeVibe

Takeaway?



Marinus Analytics

What design or 
business choices 

would you 
consider?



Google’s Quick, Draw



Google’s Quick, Draw

donotdrawapenis.comTakeaway?



Grindr acquisition

What design or 
business choices 

would you 
consider?



LoveSync

What design or 
business choices 

would you 
consider?



Send Your Nudes To 
Facebook To Keep 
Them Safe What design or 

business choices 
would you 
consider?



Some Other Topics We Didn’t Cover
● Online porn dependency and addiction
● effect of porn sites & tube sites on the sex industry
● Sexual harassment (from text to VR)
● Sex robots
● Sexting, minors, changing norms of teenage sexual practices
● Internet as a channel for de-stigmatization
● Relationship between copyright law and content moderation



1. Sexual Content
a. Complicated interplays between regulation & 

technical infrastructure
2. Online Sex Trafficking

a. Data. Is. Hard. Be. Skeptical.
b. Lots of stakeholders with lots of motivations
c. Policy often has unintended effects

3. Sextech
a. Does technical structure match purpose?
b. Imagine worst-case scenarios




