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Ø “Many art historians, art critics, and philosophers of art  
have argued, or sometimes just assumed,                           
that art and pornography are mutually exclusive.” 

Hans Maes aims “to show that this popular view                       
is without adequate support”                                                         
– there can be  such a thing as ‘pornographic art’. 

 

He begins “by listing the different ways in which the distinction                           
between art and pornography has been drawn in the past.  
 

•  While strong dichotomies of the sort I will discuss may help to     
illuminate the differences between certain prototypical instances of each,  

–  I argue that they do not serve to justify the claim                                                 
that pornography and art are fundamentally incompatible.” 

–  He will show that the boundaries between the two categories                                     
are not at all easy to draw, 
»  and “conclude by highlighting some of the                                                   

practical implications of this philosophical discussion.” 



Maes says there are four ways that philosophers tend to mark                            
the difference between artistic and pornographic representations: 
 

1)  representational content: 

–  “Pornographic representations are sexually explicit & rich in anatomical detail.  
–  Art, by contrast, relies on suggestion and, instead of focusing on certain        

body parts, tries to capture the individuality, personality, and subjectivity           
of the represented person.” 

•  E.g., Roger Scruton says that                                                                                                      
in erotic art, “not the sexual organs                                                                           
but the face, as ‘window to the soul,                                                                         
…provides the focus of attention.” 

•  Luc Bovens says art’s lack of                                                                            
anatomical detail “exerts a great pull                                                                        
on the imagination and invites                                                                                       
the viewer to explore the mindset                                                                               
of the depicted person.” 

–  Thus, art reveals in concealing, whereas pornography conceals in revealing.” 

Titian. (1583) Venus of Urbino. 



1)  representational content: 

•  “A related and no less popular way of drawing the distinction is to say that  

–  pornography focuses on sex that is aggressive, emotionless, or alienated, 
–   whereas in art, and particularly in erotic art,                                                   

love, passion, and equality between partners are of crucial importance.” 

•  E.g., some point to the fact that the word 
‘pornography’ comes from ‘porne’,        
“meaning prostititute, [which] reflects a 
dehumanized, emotionless sexuality; 

•  whereas ‘erotic art’ comes from ‘eros’,           
“the Greek word for love or passion,      
indicating an integrated sexuality based on 
mutual affection.” 

Ricchio, Andrea.  
(1520) Satyr and Satyress. 



2)  moral status: 

–  Helen Longino defines pornography as “verbal or pictorial material which 
represents or describes sexual behavior that is degrading or abusive to one of 
more of the participants in such a way as to endorse the degradation.” 

–  Erotic art, in contrast, can represent sexual behavior, even degrading/abusive 
sex, as long as it does not endorse (show approval of) what it is depicting. 

–  Those who hold that porn is morally problematic                                 
have to give accounts of how it causes harm: 

»  to performers: the industry is exploitative & physically dangerous 

»  to women: it constitutes hate speech which silences & 
subordinates women, or objectifies them 

»  to viewers: 
•  because, “like persistently engaging in bad thoughts about 

others, it is toxic and can erode moral character” 
•  because it “promotes the brute pursuit of mere sensations” 

instead of genuine desire for a person, 
•  because it “precludes the fully interpersonal relations at the 

heart of an optimal experience of human sexuality.” 



3)  artistic quality: 

–  “While art is necessarily complex & multi-layered,  
–  pornography is one-dimensional. That is because it only has one job to do. 

–  …works of art possess originality,  
–  whereas in pornography, as Nabokov once put it,                                           

‘action is limited to the copulation of clichés.” 

•  One is presented with the same kind of stock roles,                                
sexual acts, flimsy narratives over and over again.  
–  This is not just a contingent feature of pornography.  
–  Pornographic films, novels, magazines are inherently formulaic. 

»  Because the pornographer’s sole intent is sexual arousal,                                
he has to insert as many sexually explicit scenes as possible,                   
leaving no room for plot or character development. 

–  “…A third and related complaint is that pornographic films,                
photographs, and stories are mass-produced commodities—                        
products of what is aptly termed ‘the porn industry’.  

–  A work of art, by contrast, is not an industrial product but a unique creation, 
carefully crafted and skillfully made. 



3)  artistic quality: 

–  “Fourth, art is concerned with beauty,  
–  while pornography is non-aesthetic and ‘smutty.’  

•  In Civilization and its Discontents, Freud famously observed that  
–  ‘the genitals themselves, the sight of which is always exciting,            

are hardly ever regarded as beautiful’ (1961: 83).  

»  From this, it seems to follow that ‘we only get beauty if we          
do not depict the site of sexual pleasure directly’ (Danto).  

•  Another reason why pornography cannot be beautiful                                  
is offered by Roger Scruton:  
–  ‘The pornographic image is like a magic wand that                            

turns subjects into objects, people into things—and thereby   
disenchants them, destroying the source of their beauty’ (2009: 163). 

»  The artistic nude constitutes…a ‘Study in Ideal Form’:               
the body is beautifully shaped & framed by the conventions of art.  

»  The people in pornographic images are not nude, but naked.  
•  They are deprived of clothes, and as such exposed or 

exposing themselves in an embarrassing way.” 



3)  artistic quality: 

–  Fifth, art is imaginative,  
–  porn is pure fantasy.  

–  Both artists and pornographers   
deal in fictional worlds,  

•  but the imaginative creations 
of artists offer us a way of 
perceiving and understanding 
the reality we actually live in.  

•  Pornographers, by contrast, 
simply seek to refashion reality 
as the compliant object of our 
desires and fantasies….” 



4)  prescribed response: 

•  “Unlike a work of art, which is thought to be intrinsically valuable,  
•  a pornographic film or photograph is simply used                                              

to satisfy a need or gratify a desire;  
–  and when it has fulfilled that purpose, that is,                                          

when the product has been consumed, it is no longer of any interest. 
 

•  Pornography is also often characterized as an enemy of imaginative activity.  
–  George Steiner, for instance, accuses pornographers of doing our imagining 

for us and hence of showing no respect for the audience (1975: 210).  

•  While a poet (or painter) will invite the consciousness of the reader (or spectator) 
to collaborate with her own in what is basically a joint creative effort,  

•  the pornographer treats her audience as mere consumers whose imaginative 
means are set at nil.  

–  Indeed, the fact that we speak of consuming pornography                                
and of appreciating art indicates that there is a fundamental difference in 
how we are meant to engage with both kinds of representation. 

•  The term ‘consumer’ suggests that there is less of an intellectually 
rewarding effort involved.” 



4)  prescribed response: 

•  “…one could argue that                                             
art is to be contemplated in and for itself,  

•  whereas the lustful feelings evoked by pornography 
make contemplation impossible. 

–  St Augustine already noted how                           
the ‘promptings of sensuality’                        
typically  block out all other functions,                     
including most notably our rational faculties.. 

–  But it is Schopenhauer who drives the point home 
with regard to the ‘charming’ in art.  

•  When paintings are designed to excite lustful 
feelings in the beholder, he states firmly, 
aesthetic contemplation is abolished and the 
purpose of art is defeated… 

–  …Scruton, too, has stressed that                            
if a work of art ‘arouses the viewer, then this is an 
aesthetic defect, a “fall” into another kind of 
interest than that which has beauty as its target’“ 



4)  prescribed response: 

•  “…artistic or aesthetic interest…[is] to take                an 
interest in the formal qualities of the work’  

•  whereas a pornographic interest ‘ignores                         
these qualities in order to attend to the content                  
of the work solely’… 

–  Jerrold Levinson argues that "the set of                  
pornographic artworks is an empty set  

•  because art is centrally aimed                                   
at aesthetic experience,  
–  which essentially involves                         

attention to form/vehicle/medium/manner“ 

»  (Does all art have this as its central aim?) 

•   “…and pornography is centrally aimed                       
at sexual arousal,  
–  which essentially excludes or wars against 

attention to form/vehicle/medium/manner.“  

art porn 

no overlap! 



How successful are these attempts to differentiate art and pornography? 
 

•  “If the aim is simply to articulate some of the ways in which works of art                 
can be different from the standard products of the porn industry,  

•  then there is really very little to find fault with. 

Ø  But the authors drawing these contrasts…                                                             
”want to establish that art & pornography are mutually exclusive,  
Ø  so that if something is pornography it cannot be art and vice versa.” 

–  But to make this claim convincing it obviously does not suffice                    
to discuss examples that fit neatly into one of the two categories.  

–  Rather, one needs to show that the proposed distinctions                     
are immune to counterexamples. 

»  we need to be convinced that the qualities ascribed to art       
are necessarily missing in pornography  

»  and, conversely, that there are no works of art                       
that possess those features which supposedly                 
disqualify pornography from the realm of art.  

•  That, I now want to argue, is a bridge too far.  
•  Counterexamples abound.” 



Maes argues that 
 

•  “there are many works of pornography that actually possess                                   
the features exclusively ascribed to art in the list above.” 
–  Examples tend to be ‘female-friendly’ or ‘feminist’ porn                                

(which is to say, pornography which promotes & celebrates                                
the equality of the sexes) 

•  Far from being formulaic, they have original & imaginative scenarios,                  
featuring lifelike characters in realistic situations.  
–  They are carefully crafted and beauty is a primary concern.  
–  Much attention is paid to the personal experiences                                             

and the personality of the female leads, and ‘feelings, passions, sensuality, 
intimacy, and the lead-up must be emphasized’… 

•  Pornographic works of this sort not only avoid being vulgar or coarse…                   
but they also exhibit none of the moral flaws manifest in mainstream pornography 
(no exploitation, objectification, or denigration).  

–  What is more, in rejecting sexual repression, self-oppression, and hypocrisy, 
these works often have a positive, consciousness-raising force… 

–  By offering insights into female desire and sexuality they frequently serve an 
educational and emancipatory purpose” 



Moreover, 
•  “there are many undisputed artworks that        

would fall on the ‘wrong’ side of the divide              
if the distinction were drawn along the lines 
suggested above.” 

–  Allori’s Susanna and the Elders                       
(on the right) seems a prime example. 

“Many artworks would qualify as pornography            
by endorsing the degradation of a participant              
in sexual behavior: 
 

•  some works of art focus on sex that is aggressive 
and alienated, rather than emphasizing the love  
and equality between partners… 

•  Equally obvious is that not all works of art       
‘invite us into the subjectivity of another person’” 

–  This is especially true of works that             
don’t depict a full human body, but just parts. 



“…one could also point to more recent and more explicit works…where women and 
young girls are unmistakably objectified and remain without agency… 
 

•  The work of these artists also testifies to the fact that                                                 
not all art is, or is meant to be, beautiful.” 

Balthus. (1945) The Golden Years. photo by Hans Bellmer 



Many artworks violate the claim that art cannot have               
any function except to invite our disinterested contemplation: 
 

•  “…there are numerous religious paintings or politically 
inspired novels that call on people to change their lives and 
that we wouldn’t want to deny the status of art.”  

We should allow that artworks can do more for us than   
merely providing an aesthetic experience.  
 

•  “[Roger] Scruton believes that a work of art should never 
arouse the viewer or reader.  
–  But if one were to use this as a criterion to exclude 

pornography from the realm of art,  
•  one would also have to exclude erotic masterpieces         

such as D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover    
or Gustave Courbet’s Sleep.  

–  Surely, that is too high a price to pay.” 



“Then there is the claim that pornography cannot be art 
because it is formulaic.  
 

•  [But] being formulaic does not preclude a work from 
realizing other artistic values or additional aspects 
of expressivity… 

•  …one could also argue that being formulaic is not 
necessarily an artistically bad-making feature.  

–  Canterbury cathedral, for instance, has all the 
formulaic features of Gothic architecture, but is 
not a worse building because of that.  

–  Similarly, High Noon                                           
and The Searchers are                                 
formulaic westerns which,                                     
I believe, cannot be faulted                                   
for being formulaic  

–  (note, furthermore, that                                      
both are products of                                            
an industry                                                 
[namely, Hollywood])” 



“The same set of responses is available 
when facing criticism of the fantasy 
character of pornography.  
 

•  First, the fantastical nature of      
certain representations does not 
preclude them from realizing         
other artistic values,                           
or even from being ‘true to life.’  

–  Klimt’s nude studies, for example, 
are inherently fantastical insofar as 
they portray idealized, blank,         
and even somnambulant young 
women,  

–  but as studies in sexual              
self-absorption they do not fail to 
be true to life… 

•  Moreover, being fantastical                     
is not necessarily an artistically      
bad-making feature.” Dalí, Salvador. (1944) Dream Caused by  

the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate 
a Second Before Waking Up. 
 



“Apart from counterexamples, there are also more general and        
fundamental objections against the above characterization(s) of pornography.  
 

•  Take the claim that pornography is one dimensional.” 
–  Laura Kipnis replies that “pornography offers a ‘royal road                   

to the cultural psyche’…, and the experience of it is intensely  
complex and fraught with all the complications of personhood.  

•  As such, pornographic novels, photographs or films                    
have many potential uses beyond the classic one-handed one.  
–  They can & often do serve as means of                               

social criticism & cultural critique… 

–  …[Susan] Sontag also rejected the idea that                                
pornography is necessarily unimaginative.  
•  Novels like The Story of O or Story of the Eye, she argues,              

are profound explorations of extreme states of human feeling        
and consciousness…and deserve to be ranked among                          
the great achievements of the imagination.  

–  Linda Williams…has made similar claims about pornographic cinema,  
•  pointing out that one seriously underestimates the imagination      

if one thinks that it can only operate in the absence of,                
or only at the slightest suggestion of sexual representation” 



“It has already been noted how there are new forms of pornography, 
including pornography made by and for women,                                         
that do not seem morally objectionable.  
 

 

•  But even if one were to dispute this, and argue that there is           
something deeply wrong with any type of pornography,  

•  that in itself would still not be sufficient reason                                        
to exclude pornography entirely from realm or art 

–  —unless one adheres to an extreme form of moralism                       
and thinks of moral value as the sole determinant                               
of artistic status or artistic merit.  

•  But very few, if any, philosophers                                                 
would defend such a view [i.e., radical moralism].  

•  Every plausible account of the relation between                                   
moral & artistic value, will acknowledge that works of art,                    
even great works of art, can be morally flawed.  

•  Moreover, whatever (moral) objection                                                      
one wants to bring forward against mainstream pornography,  
–  [it is likely to] also apply to at least some erotic art…” 



“To some, the whole debate may seem like                                                      
the philosophical equivalent of shadowboxing— 
•  a mere fight over words, without any real world impact.  

But nothing could be further from the truth.  
•  Yes, the ‘art or porn?’ question is at heart a conceptual issue,  
•  but one with considerable practical implications. 

»  Being awarded the status of art brings with it                   
social prestige & institutional recognition  
•  and makes a painting, novel, or film into a         

legitimate object of interest for the mainstream press 
and academia.  

»  In contrast, if a work is branded as pornography                   
it will usually have to forgo any serious critical                  
or academic attention.  

•  Worse still, the work may become the victim of 
censorship and be banned from museums,                   
book stores, movie theatres  

•  —even to the point of being confiscated & destroyed.” 

Picasso, Pablo.  
(1909) Nude. 



So if art and pornography aren’t mutually exclusive, 
•  how are we supposed to understand what counts as 

‘pornography’ and what doesn’t? 

–  We can’t say that porn represents erotic act                             
“without aesthetic justification” or “in a manner                           
having little or not artistic or literary value”; 

Ø to do so would be to give a normative,                                   
rather than descriptive account of porn:  
–  the aim would be to rule out the possibility of pornographic 

art, instead of giving an accurate characterization of porn. 

–  Likewise, we can’t say that porn is “anti-female propaganda”: 
•  this characterization inherently forwards the goal                       

of banning pornography instead of helpfully capturing          
what its features are. 

Maes claims that 
•  “a philosophical enquiry into the moral status of pornography        

should start with a value-neutral description of what pornography is.  

–  Only once we know what it is are we in a position                          
to evaluate its moral status.” 

art porn 

pornographic art 



Over the course of centuries,                        
that fate [of censorship/destruction] has 
befallen many works of pornography, 
including works made by established and 
admired artists.  
 

•  J. M. W. Turner’s pornographic drawings,    
for example, were burnt by John Ruskin,  

•  while Richard Burton’s daring translation of 
The Scented Garden was destroyed by       
his wife after his death.  

•  Giulio Romano, who was one of Raphael’s 
most gifted pupils and helped to complete 
Raphael’s Transfiguration and Coronation of 
the Virgin, made a series of sixteen 
drawings of couples in various sexual 
positions that were later made into 
engravings by Marcantonio Raimondi.  

–  None of the original engravings of          
I modi (The positions) have survived 
due censorship and persecution…” 



For works of this kind 
•  —works which are pornographic in content and aim                                               

but which also have undeniable artistic merit or credentials,  
…the threat of marginalization and criminalization                                                     
has persisted throughout the 20th and 21st centuries.  
 

•  Egon Schiele received a prison sentence in 1912 on charges     
that his work was pornographic and a local judge actually     
burnt one of his drawings in the courtroom.  

•  When The Story of O…was first published in 1954  
–  obscenity charges were brought against the publisher  
–  and even though the attempt to ban the novel         

proved unsuccessful, a publicity ban was imposed for 
several years.  

•  In 1989, following strong conservative opposition                
to controversial funding made by the                              
National Endowment for the Arts,  
–  the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington DC    

cancelled the exhibition, Robert Mapplethorpe:           
The Perfect Moment,  which contained                   
sexually explicit homoerotic images.” 

Shiele, Egon. (1910) 
Self Portrait. 
 

Mapplethorpe, Robert.  
(1980) Self Portrait. 
 



“What is interesting is that  
 

•  those who have taken up the defense of these and similar works,  
•  and have lobbied for their protection or rehabilitation,  
•  have almost always opted for the same strategy,  

•  namely to reject the label of pornography as forcefully as possible            
and make the case that such works qualify as ‘erotic art’ instead.  

–  This strategy is clearly rooted in the idea that                                       
art and pornography must be mutually exclusive.  

»  It is, however, not the only available or viable route to take.       
There is an alternative.  

•  One could see the choice between art & pornography      
for what I think it really is—a false dilemma— 

•  and acknowledge that certain works of art                           
can also qualify as pornography and vice versa.  

•  The latter approach has almost never been     
adopted in the past …This needs to change.” 

Picasso, Pablo.  
(1969) The Kiss. 
 



“…there are really no good theoretical reasons to believe that                       
art and pornography are incompatible.  
 

Ø  Moreover, there are some compelling practical reasons to give up                          
the strict dichotomy between art and pornography 

Ø  and start using the label ‘pornographic art’ instead of always,                             
coyly and euphemistically, reverting to the category of ‘erotic art’. 

 

When artists such as Pauline Réage, Egon Schiele, Robert Mapplethorpe,              
created their sexually explicit and arousing works  
 

•  they were not only inspired & influenced by the long & respectable tradition           
of erotic art, but also by the pornography that was available in their day                
and which they often tried to imitate or emulate.  

–  Hence, a full and accurate appreciation of these works—                                
one that can account for all the allusions, references, and borrowed imagery—  
is impossible if one ignores their pornographic pedigree.  

–  Furthermore, even if these works were to contain no direct references                
to particular pornographic predecessors,  
•  it would still be advisable, from an art critical point of view,                       

to compare them to other works of pornography because this will allow 
the critic to evaluate how innovative and effective these works really are.” 



Finally, the rejection of a strict art–pornography divide                                                
is of vital importance  
•  not only for a proper critical appreciation of existing artworks 
•   but also for the production of future pornographic artworks.  

Most of pornography, it should be granted,                                                                    
is terribly deficient on aesthetic & artistic grounds                                                     
(not to mention moral grounds).  
 

•  There are in fact so few exceptions to this general rule that                               
artists may be forgiven in thinking, along with the majority of the public,               
that art and pornography really are incompatible.  

–  Such a thought, that it is not just difficult but simply impossible                   
to make something that is both art & pornography, will obviously        
prevent anyone with artistic ambition from experimenting in this direction.  

Ø That is why the outcome of the philosophical debate                                 
is not without practical import. 

•  If philosophers of art were to conclude that                                             
art and pornography are indeed mutually exclusive, 
–  this will confirm the widespread misconception and help to turn the 

realm of pornography… into a permanent ‘no-go’ zone for artists.” 



“Cementing the (conscious or unconscious)   
self-censorship of artists in this regard            
would not be such a bad thing if sex was just a 
marginal, unimportant aspect of human life.  
 

•  But it clearly is not.  
–  Sexual experiences involve the deepest 

corners of our selves and are among the 
most intense, powerful, emotional, & 
profound experiences we have. 

  
•  If pornography, which offers the most       

direct representation of, and access to,     
such experiences, can in principle be       
lifted into the realm of art,  
–  …then I think we have every reason to 

encourage artists to attempt just that:  

•  to make intense, powerful, and 
profound works of pornographic art  

•  and rescue this much-maligned 
genre from the clutches of the    
seedy porn-barons.” 


