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Nicht zuletzt seit der Renaissance gehen 
Kunst und Erotik eine leidenschaftliche Liai-
son miteinander ein. Da wird man von der 
Muse geküsst, voyeuristisch-genüsslich tastet 
der Blick Bilder ab, etymologisch stammt 
«Pinsel» von «Penis» ab und Kunstwerke wer-
den geboren. Das Pornographische hinge- 
gen gilt als eine Ästhetik, die weder besonders 
erotisch noch künstlerisch ist, geht es hier 
doch eher um Formen der vorhersehbaren Hy-
pervisualität mit dem alleinigen Zweck beim 
Abspritzen Abhilfe zu schaffen. Wenn auf dem 
Porny Days Film Kunst Festival nun aber 
queer-feministisch geschulte Blicke Porno-
graphie als Kunstfilme gezeigt werden – was 
passiert dann hier? Und was geschieht in  
den vielerlei anderen Kunst-, Workshop- und 
Veranstaltungsformaten, die wir auf dem  
Festival besuchen. Wie sprechen wir über Bil-
der, die mit Sehgewohnheiten und Konven-
tionen von Sexualität brechen? Und was lösen 
die unterschiedlichen Filme und Veranstal-
tungen des Festivals (in uns) aus?

Während Porn ja sonst dazu dient, die Hand 
in den Schritt zu packen, fordern wir auf: 
Hand auf’s Herz und Hand auf’s Hirn! Am Sonn-
tagnachmittag, nach der sagenumwobe- 
nen Sweat & Glitter Party, nehmen wir uns Zeit, 
uns über unser Festivalerlebnis auszutau-
schen und laden dafür zum gemeinsamen  
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Gespräch mit Expert*innen aus den Bereichen 
Philosophie, Ästhetik, Tanz und Regie ein. 
Bei aller analytischen Betrachtung und Diskus-
sion von Inhalten, Perspektiven, (Re-)Prä- 
sentationen und Konventionen, soll es aber 
immer auch um die persönliche und indi- 
viduelle, vielleicht intime Erfahrung auf dem 
Festival und deren gemeinsame Reflektion  
gehen. Es darf auch gefragt oder berichtet 
werden, was uns an- oder abturnt, wie wir an-
dere Menschen oder die Gemeinschaft auf 
dem Festival erleben, welche – vielleicht auch 
konfront- oder transformativen – Erfahrun- 
gen wir im Kinosaal oder im Darkroom der 
Festivalparty gemacht haben, wie das Festival 
als Ganzes auf allen Erfahrungsebenen 
funktioniert. Ganz im Sinne der Reihe Critical 
Fridays auf der Suche nach dem Verzicht  
auf die verstaubte Trennung von Körper, Geist 
und Seele.

Ethymologie
Pornographie f. «aufreizende Darstellung se-
xueller Vorgänge in Wort und Bild (ohne  
Berücksichtigung psychischer, partnerschaft-
licher Beziehungen)», Übernahme (Ende  
19. Jh.) von frz. pornographie, einer Ableitung 
von frz. pornographe, das 1769 von Rétif 
de la Bretonne im Sinne von «über die Prosti-
tution Schreibender» als Buchtitel verwen- 
det wird, entlehnt aus griech. pornográphos 
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(πορνογράφος) «von Huren schreibend»; vgl. 
griech. pórnē (πόρνη) «Hure, Dirne» und 
s. -graph, -graphie. Frz. pornographie «Abhand-
lung über die Prostitution’ nimmt im 19.  
Jh. die Bedeutung «Darstellung von Obszöni-
täten’ an, gelangt ins Dt. und in andere  
Sprachen und ist heute allgemein in obigem 
Sinne gebräuchlich. Eine Kurzform Porno-  
bildet Zusammensetzungen wie Pornofilm, -foto, 
-literatur u. dgl., aus denen bei erneuter  
Kürzung umgangssprachliches Porno «Porno-
graphisches» (mit unbestimmtem oder  
nach dem Grundwort wechselndem Genus) 
entsteht.
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Erika Fischer-Lichte:
Kunst und Leben

Weder der Begriff der Inszenierung noch derjenige 
der ästhetischen Erfahrung implizieren Kriterien, 
nach denen sich künstlerische Aufführungen grund-
sätzlich von nicht-künstlerischen unterscheiden las-
sen. Auch wenn Seel der Meinung ist, daß künstlerische 
Inszenierungen sich dadurch auszeichnen, daß sie 
Präsenz nicht allein produzieren, sondern Präsenz 
präsentieren, so läßt sich dasselbe von Inszenierun-
gen des Sports sagen – um nur ein Gegenbeispiel zu 
nennen. Auch hier wird Präsenz nicht nur hervorge-
bracht, sondern darüber hinaus präsentiert, als Prä-
senz dargeboten. Und was den Begriff der ästhetischen 
Erfahrung angeht, so hat sich gezeigt, daß er auf künst- 
lerische wie auf nichtkünstlerische Aufführungen 
Anwendung finden kann.  (S. 350)
In den Aufführungen ist es die sie erzeugende auto-
poietische feedback-Schleife, welche Grenzen in Schwel- 
len verwandelt – wie die Grenzen zwischen Bühne und 
Zuschauerraum, Akteuren und Zuschauern, Indivi-
duum und Gemeinschaft oder Kunst und Leben. Es 
ist, wie wir gesehen haben, dem Einsatz spezifischer 
Inszenierungsstrategien geschuldet, daß Grenzen 
weniger als Grenzen denn als Schwellen wahrgenom-
men werden. Wenn ich behauptet habe, daß eine Äs-
thetik des Performativen auf eine Kunst der Grenz-
überschreitung zielt, so ist damit in diesem Sinne 
gemeint, daß sie darauf zielt, Grenzen in Schwellen 
zu verwandeln, und damit auf die Kunst des Über-
gangs, des Überquerens von Schwellen. 
Damit reflektieren die Aufführungen zugleich auf die 
ihnen zugrundeliegenden anthropologischen Bedin-
gungen. Der Mensch bedarf, wie Plessner gezeigt hat, 
in seiner Abständigkeit von sich selbst der Schwelle, 
die es zu überschreiten gilt, wenn er sich selbst als 
einen anderen (wieder)finden will. Als mit Bewußt-
sein begabter lebendiger Organismus, als embodied 
mind, kann er nur er selbst werden, wenn er sich per-
manent neu hervorbringt, sich ständig verwandelt, 
immer wieder Schwellen überschreitet, wie die Auf-
führung es ihm ermöglicht, ja, ihm abfordert. Die Auf-
führung ist in dieser Hinsicht, prononciert gespro-
chen, sowohl als das Leben selbst als auch als sein 
Modell zu begreifen – als das Leben selbst, insofern 
sie die Lebenszeit der an ihr Beteiligten, von Akteu-
ren und Zuschauern, real verbraucht und ihnen Ge-
legenheit gibt, sich ständig neu hervorzubringen; als 
ein Modell des Lebens, insofern sie diese Prozesse in 
besonderer Intensität und Auffälligkeit vollzieht, so 
daß die Aufmerksamkeit der an ihr Beteiligten sich 
auf sie richtet und sie so ihrer gewahr werden. Es ist 
unser Leben, das in der Aufführung in Erscheinung 
tritt, gegenwärtig wird und vergeht.  (S. 358–359)
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Stephen Mumford:
A Pornographic Way of Seeing

‘I know it when I see it.’
(Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart,1964,
on pornography)

Sex art
We may sometimes wonder whether we are looking at 
art or pornography. Suppose I flick through a book of 
Egon Schiele’s works (for example Whitford 1981). 
The pictures are not just of nudes, which have long 
been artists’ subjects, but of women or men in various 
states of sexual arousal. Schiele draws himself and 
others masturbating (for instance Reclining Girl, 1910; 
Self-portrait Masturbating, 1911). Sometimes he shows 
us the subject’s genitals under lifted clothing (Seated 
Woman, 1914), putting us in the position of a voyeur. 
Gustav Klimt also produced sexualized images: for in-
stance Danae (1907) portrays a woman in a state of 
ecstatic orgasm. Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du monde 
(1866) is as explicit as any pornographic photo, depict-
ing an uncovered torso, the vagina fully exposed and 
offered to the viewer’s gaze. Before that, Peter Fendi 
(1796–1842) had produced many explicit paintings 
and lithographs of sex, including of group sex. Where 
to draw the line between art and pornography is one 
issue (Maes 2011). And to tackle it one may also have 
to consider whether art can contain sexual content 
and whether pornography can contain artistic content 
(Kieran 2001). Some have approached the issue by 
considering what are the essential features of art, 
erotica and pornography (Scruton 2005, for instance) 
and then deciding whether those essential features 
would permit sexual content in art or artistic content 
in pornography. I reject essentialism about art and 
about pornography. In this chapter, I try a different 
approach. I argue that there are separate pornograph-
ic and aesthetic ways of seeing. In distinguishing ways 
of seeing, we allow that the very same image could be 
viewed either pornographically or aesthetically. This 
leads to the conclusion that what makes something 
pornographic or artistic is not solely a matter intrinsic 
to the image or object. It instead can depend on factors 
that the ‘eye cannot descry’, namely the contextual 
features surrounding the image.

Institutional theories
In place of essentialism, I support an institutional the-
ory of art (Mumford 2011: ch. 4). But one may support 
the idea of there being an aesthetic way of seeing, and 
other ways, even if one didn’t subscribe to an institu-
tional theory of art. The two are logically separable. 
Dickie is an institutional theorist who is solidly against 
the idea of there being a distinct aesthetic mode of per-
ception (Dickie 1964). Yet there is no reason why one 
couldn’t hold both together, especially if one follows 
Kant (1790: Åò43) in separating the question of what 
is art from the aesthetic question of what is beautiful. 
A sunset can be aesthetically pleasing, for instance, 
though it is no one’s work of art. The institutional 
theory is an account of what makes something art 
while the aesthetic perception theory is an account of 
what makes something aesthetically pleasing to us. 
Many works of art aim at beauty but not all do. Being 
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beautiful cannot be what makes something art, there-
fore, even if some aim at beauty and, when they do so, 
may be judged on the basis of how well they achieve 
that goal. I argue for both an institutional theory of art 
and for their being an aesthetic way of seeing (Mum-
ford 2011: ch. 7). I believe further that both these the-
ories can be applied usefully to the case of pornogra-
phy. The classification of something as pornography 
will be an institutional matter and there is a porno- 
graphic way of seeing. I do not have the space to con-
struct a conclusive argument in favour of an institu-
tional theory of art but it is useful to outline it and 
explain some of the considerations that count in its 
favour so that these can be brought to bear on the case 
of pornography. What makes Carl Andre’s Equivalent 
VIII art? It is a rectangular arrangement of 120 regu-
lar house bricks arranged in two six-by-ten layers and 
owned by the Tate Gallery. There is no reason in prin-
ciple why a builder could not leave an indistinguisha-
ble pile of bricks just outside the gallery. Why is the 
pile of bricks in the gallery art when an indistinguish-
able pile outside the gallery is not? The traditional 
theories of art struggle to answer this question and 
for that reason some have been tempted to say that 
Andre’s work is not art. I will not take that option. Andre 
is indeed an artist. The problem is that Andre’s bricks 
and the indistinguishable pile are alike in their intrin-
sic properties. What makes one art and the other not 
must be, as Danto (1964: 580) says, a non-exhibited 
characteristic or ‘something the eye cannot descry’. 
What that is, according to the institutional theory, is 
that art is a status that is bestowed upon certain forms 
of practice by the institutions of art: the galleries, deal-
ers, critics, funding councils, agents, and so on. An-
dre’s work has had such status bestowed upon it, even 
if controversially, whereas the builder’s bricks have 
not. Andre was consciously working within a form of 
practice – sculpture – that he knew had the status of 
art. The builder was not. Such activities no doubt were 
practised before the notion of art was created. People 
in caves painted, for instance. The institutions of art 
grew out of such pre-existing forms of behaviour. But 
it wasn’t until there were such institutions that we 
started to consider whether painting, sculpture, dance, 
music and theatre were art. If we follow this anti-es-
sentialist theory of art, should we also opt for an insti-
tutional theory of pornography? Not quite. Pornogra-
phy does not have institutions in exactly this way. It 
has an industry and this has often historically been 
underground due to its moral and legal status being 
frequently challenged. Nothing as organized as the 
institutions of the artworld has emerged. On the con-
trary, it is other institutions outside the industry that 
have largely played the role of classifying things as 
pornography: film censors, vice squads and judges, 
for instance, though this is not to deny that the makers 
of porn may trade on its marketability. There are moral 
and political implications of something being classed 
as pornography, which is why it is so often contested 
ground. Pornography usually has a social stigma at-
tached which art seldom has. If one considers Cour-
bet’s L’Origine du monde, one sees that it continues to 
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be controversial. While the painting is regarded as re-
spectable art and hangs in the Musée d’Orsay, repro-
ductions on covers of books have been confiscated as 
pornographic as recently as 2009 in Portugal. Who is 
right? Is it art or pornography? Is this just a battle 
among various institutions over classification? Or can 
we take a different approach in which it is possibly both?

Ways of seeing
I will argue that the same image could be seen either 
aesthetically or pornographically. If seen in the former 
way, this might play a role in us seeing something ar-
tistically – as an artistic object – though, as I have al-
ready indicated, there is not a strict correlation between 
something been art and being seen aesthetically. I 
support the idea that there can be distinct ways of see-
ing (Berger 1972). This can first be illustrated in the 
case of art and then applied to the case of pornogra-
phy. Suppose visitors to an art gallery see a tin can in 
the centre of the room. They look at it, move around it 
to gain different angles, contemplate the colours and 
shapes that they find, and spend some time doing so. 
After a while, a guard comes and, to the visitor’s sur-
prise, removes the tin can, telling them it was discarded 
litter. What was happening when our visitors viewed 
the object? It seems they had been taking aesthetic 
pleasure in what they saw. The guard could see the 
very same thing and we can assume that they had vir-
tually identical views on it. But did they really see the 
same thing? Did one have an aesthetic perception of 
the can and the other a non- aesthetic – we might say 
purposive – perception of the same thing? There are at 
least two different responses to this puzzle. The first 
can be called the accompaniment theory. This would 
be the idea that the guard and the visitors see exactly 
the same as each other but those perceptions are ac-
companied by different beliefs, desires, attitudes or 
experiences. The visitors believe it is a work of art that 
they are viewing
and something that they ought to be appreciating. The 
guard, on the contrary, believes the object is just dis-
carded rubbish. The accompanying beliefs vary, there-
fore, but on this account the two see near enough the 
same thing. Bartel (2010) has an account like this in 
which either aesthetic or pornographic attitudes can 
be taken as to what is seen. But he does not doubt that 
the art and sex appreciator see the same image. Op-
posed to this would be the perception theory, which 
claims that these two people literally see different things. 
The visitor’s perception is an aesthetic one. The tin can 
looks interesting, elegant, economically designed, bal-
anced or intriguing to him or her. The guard looks at 
the same thing but sees it in a different way. The visi-
tor sees the can just as rubbish and there is no aesthet-
ic experience in it for him or her. Prima facie, the per-
ception theory might seem the more ambitious thesis, 
which consequently would need more work to defend 
it. This is indeed the case but I claim that it is never-
theless the perception theory that should be defended. 
Perception theory might be thought implausible be-
cause our guard and art appreciator are looking at the 
same thing and, we may assume, have virtually identical 
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retinal images. But, to use an old saying, there is more 
to seeing than meets the eye (Hanson 1958: 1). Even 
if two people look at the same thing they might not see 
it the same because seeing has not occurred until there 
is some cognitive processing of the stimuli provided 
to the senses. This idea has support in psychology 
(Gregory 1966), philosophy (Dennett 1991) and art 
theory (Berger 1972), though it is far from uncontro-
versial. In particular, the account suggests a rejection 
of sense-data theory, which tells us that what we see 
in perception is our own mental idea of an external 
object. Instead, seeing is depicted more as an activity 
than something in which we are passive. Seeing is what 
we do and our beliefs and desires shape how we do it. 
Consider, for instance, a simple Necker cube. Two peo-
ple looking at the same image can nevertheless see it 
differently, either with the higher face at the front or 
the lower face at the front. The sense-data theory does 
not seem to explain these two different ways of seeing 
the same object. The mental representation of the cube 
presumably looks just like the Necker cube on paper 
that we are viewing. So that  sense-datum of the Neck-
er cube could be viewed in either of the two ways also, 
which shows that the sense-datum doesn’t explain an-
ything of the case. And when we ourselves switch be-
tween the two ways of seeing the cube, it is very far 
from clear that we phenomenologically see a different 
sense-datum than, as I interpret it, we see the same 
thing in a different way. There are theories of percep-
tion that can make sense of the notion of ways of see-
ing: for instance, adverbialism (such as in Lowe 1995: 
ch. 1). But the exact details of perception can be taken 
up elsewhere.
I concede that this is far from a conclusive case in fa-
vour of a perception theory over an accompaniment 
theory. The aim however is merely to set up enough 
theoretical background for the account to be applied 
to the case of pornography. Once it is so applied, it is 
hoped that the case for the perception theory will have 
been strengthened as the instance of pornography 
provides an exemplary corroboration.

Seeing pornographically
How does one see an image, film or object pornograph-
ically? I will suggest an answer below and, by way of 
contrast, say also what it is to view something non-por-
nographically, as we do when we view art or other im-
ages. To view something pornographically is to see it 
sexually for the purposes of sexual excitement. And it 
is to do so at the expense of all else. Hence, one forgets 
that those depicted naked or having sex are models or 
actors – possibly exploited ones – and instead one en-
gages in the sexual pretence for one’s own sexual en-
joyment. In particular, one sets aside any moral qualms 
and allows sexuality free reign. The connection be-
tween morality and sexuality is an important and com-
plex one, which I will consider more thoroughly in the 
next section. There is clearly an interesting and pecu-
liar feature of watching sex. When we see sex por-
nographically we usually have an immediate and irre-
sistible urge for the same. I do not mean that one wants 
to do exactly what one sees depicted: heterosexual 
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men sometimes enjoy lesbian porn, for instance (Park- 
hill 2010). But one does have an urge for the same 
level of sexual excitement. Sex might not be unique in 
having this feature. When we see others eating it can 
have the effect of making us feel hungry, and when we 
see a yawn we often yawn too. In contrast, if one watch-
es sport one might be inspired to take up sport at some 
later point, but one does not feel the immediate and 
irresistible urge to do the same as that which one sees. 
When someone watches the high jump, for example, 
they do not have an overwhelming urge to invade the 
track and jump over the bar. Or if one enjoys a work of 
literature, one does not have to throw down the book 
and write one’s own novel. If one watches sex, and does 
so pornographically, however, one does want to par-
ticipate immediately in the same kind of sexual feel-
ings. The explanation of this need will reside partly 
in our human nature to react but also partly in fea-
tures of the images. We are disposed to react in this 
way to certain kinds of stimuli. And certain depictions 
– subtle or not – are disposed to stimulate this reac-
tion within us. I use the word ‘dispose’ very deliber-
ately as no image necessitates sexual arousal even if 
it might tend towards it (for details of the disposition-
al modality, see Mumford and Anjum 2011: ch. 8). Sim-
ilarly, not every person will react the same way to the 
same images. Perhaps there are even gender differ-
ences in this respect. I say we have such feelings when 
we watch sex pornographically. It is possible that we 
see sex but do not see it in the way described. To an 
extent, one chooses when to see something in this 
sexual way, setting aside other matters such as moral-
ity. There are two ways in which one can make such a 
choice. In the first place, one can choose simply not to 
look at sexual images. Many choose not to view por-
nography and this is not necessarily because they don’t 
believe it would ‘work’ for them. Perhaps they know it 
would indeed. But their choice could be based on con-
science, whether this be shyness or because of a con-
scious moral verdict. Their conscience might not al-
low them to forget a belief that the actors are being 
exploited or a view that pornography is degrading to 
women, for instance, and for that reason they do not 
want to take any sexual pleasure from the material. 
The second way in which one could choose not to see 
something pornographically is perhaps the more in-
teresting philosophically. This would be a case where 
one does indeed view the material but doesn’t see
it pornographically or sexually. In such cases, one ab-
stains from taking a pornographic perception. Anyone 
may choose to do this but there are some examples 
that are particularly pertinent and illuminating. Film 
censors or police vice-squad members may often be in 
a position of viewing pornographic material, but their 
job is not to view it pornographically. We would think 
that they were failing in their duty if they became sex-
ually aroused while viewing it. They should be able to 
abstain from viewing the images pornographically 
while at the same time recognizing it as pornography. 
The judgement would be that this was material that 
invited a use for sexual pleasure and the context would 
show this. The context shows, in contrast, that Courbet’s 
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L’Origine du monde, sitting on the wall of the Mus.e 
d’Orsay, is not to be used for that purpose. Those who 
attempt definitions of pornography in terms of its con-
tent sometimes speak in terms of explicitness and ob-
jectification. But a second example shows that this is 
inadequate. Consider the case of a gynaecologist or a 
gynaecology text book. The gynaecologist sees the 
most explicit things but it would be entirely inappro-
priate to see them pornographically, even where all is 
well. The patient does not expose herself for her doc-
tor’s sexual enjoyment. Similarly, when the student 
looks through the gynaecology text book, it is inap-
propriate for him or her to gain sexual pleasure by 
doing so in any instance. The illustrations we assume 
to be found there are as explicit as any could be, but 
the student does not view them pornographically. This 
case is important for a number of reasons. As claimed 
above, it shows that explicitness is insufficient to 
make something pornographic. Second, the case adds 
plausibility to the kind of contextualism that is recom-
mended: for at least some of those very same text-book 
images could be in a different context and used por-
nographically (I accept that images depicting disor-
ders are less likely to be used that way). We are able in 
almost every case to discriminate those contexts in 
which one is licensed and encouraged to see something  
pornographically, and indulge one’s sexual feelings, 
from contexts in which one is not. Few mistakes are 
made about this, though it can happen. Third, the gy-
naecology case is interesting because one may doubt 
that there is a specific pornographic way of seeing an 
image but instead argue that the way of seeing amounts 
to nothing more than attending only to certain aspects 
or parts of the image. But the example counts against 
that. The argument would be that when one views a 
nude portrait artistically, one views the whole image, 
but to view it sexually is to concentrate just on certain 
aspects and areas: looking at the breasts and genitals 
for instance. But in the case of the gynaecology text 
book the medical student can look at the very same 
places that someone looks at sexually, but can choose 
not to see them sexually. Two viewers could focus on 
the clitoris, for example, but the student sees it medi-
cally and the other sees it sexually. It does not seem to 
be a matter of which parts of the image one looks at, 
therefore, but how one looks at them. The question is 
whether one uses the images to indulge one’s sexual 
feelings or not. The context will usually show us wheth-
er we are licensed to indulge those feelings or not. The 
cases discussed above – the censor, the vice squad and 
the gynaecologist – are cases where a choice is made 
not to see something pornographically that easily could 
be seen as such. Are there cases of the opposite? Could 
one see anything pornographically, even if it didn’t 
have an explicit sexual content? Although it is harder 
to do so, it is obviously a possibility. A shoe fetishist, 
for instance, may be able to see a shoe in a sexual way 
– and there are many other possible examples one 
could use of a similar ilk. Similarly, one might indulge 
one’s aesthetic perception in contexts where it is not 
usually deployed. There is nothing to stop someone pull-
ing out an electrical plug from its socket and spending 
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moments contemplating its shape, textures, colours 
and so on. One could become lost in aesthetic contem-
plation even though it is not a work of art. And it seems 
clear that some people are capable of using many var-
ied images and situations for sexual gratification. The 
individual’s formative history might explain why shoes, 
stockings or whatever it may be are things they can 
use for sexual excitement; or perhaps more general 
cultural cues provide the explanation. Clearly people 
are not simply responding empathically to some ex-
citement that they see: for the shoe is not itself sexu-
ally excited. The shoe may nevertheless be something 
individuals associate with sexually exciting experienc-
es. However, it should not be denied that in many cases 
pornography gives very obvious cues that it is meant 
to be viewed pornographically. There is an understood 
range of visual codes that the film-maker knows can 
be found suggestive and arousing (Woolley 2010: 84f.). 
Hence, some types of image will naturally tend to be 
viewed pornographically more than others. Art is of 
course another area in which we are not licensed to 
indulge our sexual feelings, even in the case of nude 
art. I should not use the images for sexual pleasure 
when appreciating it as art. The context dictates this 
and we are good at recognizing it. The galleries do not 
have to worry about visitors masturbating as they look 
at works of Klimt, Courbet, Fendi or Mapplethorpe, 
despite their sexual content. Instead we know that the 
works are to be viewed aesthetically and as works of 
art. This does not mean that those very same images 
could not be in a context in which they were indeed 
seen sexually, for instance if they were reproduced in 
a glossy magazine. The visitor to the gallery could 
even at a later time recall the images for sexual pleas-
ure. I accept that I have said little on what it is to see 
something aesthetically but there is discussion of the 
aesthetic perception elsewhere (Mumford 2011: ch. 7). 
The academic study of pornography is also an arena 
in which we are not licensed to indulge our sexual feel-
ings. Reading the chapters in this book, including the 
present one, is not supposed to be sexually arousing. 
But this is not because of the content, which includes 
explicit sexual references. Rather, the academic con-
text of that content is what shows it to be inappropri-
ate to view it sexually.

Sexuality and morality
The connection between sexuality and morality can-
not be ignored when it comes to the topic of pornogra-
phy. The term originated as a morally laden one, de-
rived from the Greek pornē, meaning prostitute or 
harlot (graphically depicted). It immediately had a pe-
jorative moral content as something we would only 
enjoy if we left behind our moral conscience. Whether 
this negative association still exists is debatable: some 
see pornography as a good thing. And sexuality, aside 
from pornography, is of course something we have 
come to see as a positive part of our natures. For any-
one who does have moral qualms about viewing por-
nography, however, it seems that a sexual suspension 
of the ethical is a pre-requisite for seeing it pornograph-
ically. But this is also what makes the enjoyment of 
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pornography such a contentious matter (see Itzin 1992, 
for instance). Even more than that, at least part of the 
sexual pleasure could come precisely from that setting 
aside: allowing sexuality free reign in defiance of con-
science. The claim is that knowing that one has set 
morality aside can for at least some be itself a source 
of pleasure. To know that the sexual has triumphed 
over the moral could add to the sense of sexual libera-
tion. One is indulging one’s sexuality and taking ad-
ditional pleasure in the illicit triumph of sexuality over 
conscience. As minded creatures, we are able to be free 
of those moral constraints self-consciously and evi-
dently to enjoy that realization. Other animals may of 
course at times be sexual beings but lack an ability to 
reflect on the free reign of their sexuality. It might 
then be possible to explain why the defiance of conven-
tional sexual morality and taboo is found exciting by 
many: it gives them a glimpse of freedom. This some-
what metaphysical thesis might have some empirical  
confirmation in the sorts of pornography that have 
sold well. Some of the most popular porn films in terms 
of sales clearly trade on the casting aside of morality 
in favour of a triumph of sexuality. They can depict 
sexual situations that in ordinary reality we would 
find morally questionable, dubious, unacceptable or 
even reprehensible. Some successful films of the 1970s 
and 1980s, when sales were at their peak before the 
advent of the internet, included the depiction of un-
derage sex (Babyface, Alex De Renzy, 1977), non-con-
sensual sex (Pretty Peaches, Alex De Renzy, 1978) and 
incest (Taboo, Kirdy Stevens, 1980). Though verifiable 
figures are hard to find in this industry, because of its 
often underground nature, the latter is alleged to be 
one of the biggest-selling pornographic films of all 
time. We need not suggest that these films were popu-
lar because their viewers approved of any of those ac-
tivities or because they wanted to engage in any of 
them. Rather, the fantasy of sexual desire overcoming 
some of the biggest taboos brings into the sharpest 
focus the triumph of morality by sexuality. To achieve 
the heightened state of excitement that they seek, the 
viewer must believe that the depicted acts are indeed 
wrong and taboo. And seeing on screen that they are 
still done despite that allows the viewer to fantasize 
about what it would be like if sexuality had uncon-
strained freedom and was bound by no conscience at 
all. There is no doubt a limit as to how far people are 
prepared to indulge in that fantasy, however. There 
may be immoral acts that viewers would in no circum-
stances wish to fantasize about committing. This ac-
count of what it is to see pornographically does not 
state whether we should or shouldn’t indulge our sex-
uality in this way. There would thus be no inconsisten-
cy, on this proposal, in someone declining to view por-
nography (or to view it pornographically) on moral 
grounds while acknowledging that it could be sexual-
ly exciting to do so. One could simply decide that the 
immorality of pornography was of greater considera-
tion than any personal sexual pleasure to be gained 
from it.
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Erotica
The morally pejorative and illicit aspect of pornogra-
phy is in part constitutive of its apprehension, it has 
been argued. But what of erotica, about which nothing 
has thus far been said? Does the pejorative connota-
tion extend to erotica? Might this be a basis for draw-
ing a real distinction between pornography and erot-
ica? Or is the erotic just pornography for the middle 
classes: a quasi-political effort to escape its pejorative 
connotation (see for example Dworkin 1979:10)? What 
of the distinction between art and erotica or between 
erotic art and art generally? Clearly the erotic shares 
with pornography a sexual purpose. Erotic art would 
thus have some sexually stimulating content, whether 
it is explicit or implicit. A texture or shape of a sculp-
ture might be sexually stimulating even if it doesn’t 
graphically depict sex or sexual organs. Might it then 
be possible to distinguish erotica and pornography on 
the basis of explicitness, the latter being the more ex-
plicit? Or is it possible to draw the distinction by say-
ing that erotica has artistic pretensions that porn does 
not? The latter seems more credible, though as  Kieran 
(2001) has argued, there is no reason why pornogra-
phy should not itself contain artistic elements and 
have artistic aspirations. In that case, it seems we 
might allow that the erotic/artistic could be an aspect 
of some pornography. Some films and pictures merely 
concentrate on the biological and mechanical parts of 
sex and thus have an emphasis on explicitness. The 
goal seems to be to show the sexual act in as much 
detail as possible with close-up shots of intimate body 
parts. This is adequate for some to provoke their bio-
logical reactions in response to seeing sex: the kind of 
automatic response some have when they want the 
same excitement that is portrayed. Erotic elements in 
pornography, however, engage us as rational embod-
ied beings. There can be a plot, a situation depicted, 
sexual tension can be built and held so that the even-
tual release is all the more pleasing. Here, the mind 
and body of the viewer are in cooperation, fantasy aid-
ing the biological reactions. One example of a work of 
pornography that contains such elements is the film 
Autobiography of a Flea (Mitchell Brothers, 1976), 
which is based on an anonymous 1810 novel. It seems 
undoubted that it should be classed as pornography. 
There is a clear intention that it be used for sexual stim-
ulation and it contains all three taboo elements men-
tioned above. But it does so with clear artistic elements. 
There is a plot that develops in such a way as to build 
the sexual interest, the acts depicted becoming in-
creasingly depraved. However, by the standards of 
much contemporary pornography, the film is not very 
explicit. There are no close-ups of genitalia or penetra-
tions though the sexual act is indeed shown, without 
the extreme intimate intrusion that some films now 
show. The putative artistic pretensions of erotica are 
to be found here, in terms of plot, dialogue and filmic 
qualities, but they serve to make it more effective porn 
rather than it ceasing to be porn at all. By engaging 
the mind, they allow the viewer to get a more exciting 
and deeper sexual experience than porn that does not. 
By speaking of rational engagement with such films, 
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I do not of course mean that it is rational to watch them: 
only that part of their effective arousal is achieved by 
engaging thought and imagination. There seems no 
reason in principle why pornography cannot have ar-
tistic elements, therefore, and why it must always be 
explicit, though perhaps there is some other ground 
on which erotica can be distinguished. Scruton (2005) 
attempts to establish such a distinction on the basis 
that erotica’s interest is in the sexual subject, whereas 
pornography’s interest is only in the sexual object. An 
objectified person or body part can be substituted with 
another similar one, on Scruton’s view, whereas sub-
jects cannot (ibid.: 12). ‘Normal desire’ is person to per-
son, while pornography objectifies and is thus trans-
ferable to any other similar body. Erotica, in contrast, 
‘invites us into the subjectivity of another person’ (ibid.: 
13) and is presumably for that reason preferable. This 
certainly is a distinction but is it the one we have in 
mind when we speak of the pornographic and the erot-
ic? Erotic stories could still objectify others, it seems. 
Consider, for instance, a story of a man on a crowded 
underground train being touched by a stranger’s hand. 
The hand is entirely objectified – it could be anyone’s 
hand – yet there might be an erotic story about it. In 
that case, it looks as if the issue of objectification or its 
opposite can cut across the pornography/erotica dis-
tinction rather than being the basis for it. This claim 
would of course be subject to the exact details of how 
the notion of objectification is defined. Pornography 
can contain erotic elements where I am taking this to 
mean the more aesthetically valuable categories that 
engage cognitive faculties rather than merely biolog-
ical ones. A credible plot and situation will make the 
content of pornography more effective to embodied 
thinking agents. Considered on this basis, there seems 
some grounds to conclude that the distinction between 
erotica and pornography is a vague one that is not firmly 
established and, furthermore, there is no reason why 
one cannot contain the other. Again, other definitions 
of pornography and erotica may be a basis for a sharp-
er distinction.

Art and pornography
The account has led us full circle. If pornography can 
contain artistic elements, such as by including aes-
thetic value, then how should we separate art and por-
nography? I gave an answer in terms of there being 
distinct pornographic and non-pornographic ways of 
seeing, where one non-pornographic way would be the 
aesthetic seeing that we deploy in viewing art. But it 
has now been claimed that some pornography causes 
sexual arousal through its erotic/aesthetic elements. 
Can something then be seen both pornographically 
and aesthetically at the same time?I argue that it can. 
While some ways of seeing are incompatible, such as 
purist and partisan ways of watching sport (Mumford 
2011), others  are compatible. According to the account 
just given, seeing aesthetic values in pornography can 
make it work as pornography. One must primarily be 
seeing as pornography, for use of sexual excitement, 
though to see aesthetic qualities is one of the things 
that allows one to see pornographically in this sense. 
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This has been denied, by Bartel (2010: 163, for in-
stance), but I hope the plausibility of the case has been 
made here. Part of Bartel’s reason for separating aes-
thetic and pornographic experience so sharply is that 
he thinks that in taking a pornographic attitude to 
what one sees one is imagining ‘oneself in some way 
participating in a sexually fulfilling action with the 
depicted subject’ (ibid.: 158) and that this is incompat-
ible with taking an aesthetic attitude in which one 
must dwell on features of the image (following Levin-
son 2005). But this is first of all not a plausible account 
of how people watch pornography: many men like to 
watch lesbian porn (see Parkhill 2010) and would cer-
tainly not want to imagine themselves involved in what 
they see, for then it would cease being lesbian porn – 
the very thing they want to see. But also, if Levinson 
is right that we need to dwell on features of the image 
to see aesthetically, then there seems no reason that 
doing so could not enhance it as a sexual experience. 
A well-filmed scene might work better than a badly 
filmed one, for instance. This still permits one to see 
something aesthetically rather than pornographically. 
If one looks at a nude work of Schiele to evaluate it as 
a work of art one may concentrate on its aesthetic 
qualities to the exclusion of its stimulatory powers. 
One may have no aim at all to gain sexual excitement 
in making the artistic evaluation. And just as aesthet-
ic values can make a work of pornography a better work 
so, in theory, sexual content could make something 
better as a work of art. A novel may contain a sex scene 
that needs to be convincing even though the book re-
mains art rather than pornography. The photographer 
Dawn Woolley uses erotic imagery and traditional por-
nographic cues, though this is to assist her artistic 
and philosophical endeavour rather than to arouse the 
viewers (Woolley 2010). I have explored some of the 
more complex cases in which different ways of seeing 
relate, combine and can be subsumed. Nevertheless, 
the basic distinction has the validity of its being pos-
sible to see exactly the same thing, image or film in 
either pornographic or non-pornographic ways. Cour-
bet’s L’Origine du monde is as good an example as any. 
When seen in an art gallery, the viewer takes the cue 
that he or she is there to see it aesthetically and that 
sexual excitement would be inappropriate. The same 
image could then appear in the context of a magazine 
which contextually invites its use for sexual stimula-
tion. There is thus no automatic contradiction, on this 
account, between the work both being in a respectable 
art gallery and reproductions of it appearing in con-
texts in which it is classified as pornographic. There 
is also the possibility that we allow the same viewer to 
switch rapidly between different ways of seeing, just 
as one can switch deliberately between the two differ-
ent ways of seeing the Necker cube. Suppose someone 
is watching a pornographic movie in the way described 
above but then has a sudden pang of guilt and starts 
to worry as to whether it is degrading to women. At 
that moment, they would cease seeing the  film por-
nographically and start seeing it in another way: as a 
social concern, for instance. But then they may forget 
their conscience again and revert to the pornographic 

Stephen Mumford:
A Pornographic Way of Seeing



Critical Fridays Reader Nr. 4

33

way of seeing. It is possible, therefore, that someone 
can switch between seeing something as art and seeing 
it as pornography, as in the case of Courbet’s, Fendi’s 
or Schiele’s work.

Conclusion
I have argued that there is no essential difference be-
tween art and pornography but, rather, that there are 
artistic and pornographic ways of seeing. There are 
plausible cases in which the same image can be seen 
in both ways by different viewers or by the same viewer 
at different times. To see something artistically would 
be to see it aesthetically or some other artistic way (for 
not all art aims to please aesthetically). To see it por-
nographically would be to see it sexually and inviting 
use for sexual stimulation. It was further argued that 
to see something pornographically is to allow sexual-
ity free reign, liberated from other concerns such as 
moral constraint and taboo. But there are some con-
siderations that assist the pornographic perception 
rather that constrain it and we should, in those cases, 
not see the pornographic way of seeing as incompati-
ble with those considerations. It is hoped that the fore-
going account casts a new light on the difficult issue 
of attempting to distinguish art and pornography. 
More than that, however, I have attempted to explain 
something about our sexual natures more widely, not 
just about watching sex and pornography but also 
about the indulgence of our sexuality more generally.
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