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Part I

Philosophical thoughts on pornography

The present time is pornographic. It exemplifies the age in which the 
difference between the real and the image is no longer discernible. 
Eminent philosophers have discussed pornography as a central cate-
gory bearing on the aesthetics and politics of the image. Alain Badiou’s 
extraordinary reflections in his The Pornographic Age identify the term 
‘pornography’ specifically with the term ‘democracy’, a point that I will 
take up in Part II. In this part of the book, I explore the critical and philo-
sophical expositions of the concept in the work of Giorgio Agamben 
and Byung- Chul Han. To provide a background, I begin first with an 
examination of the philosophy of utilitarianism, to which I will return for 
a more comprehensive discussion in the last part of this study.
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Chapter 1

Visibility of the invisible

Pornography and utilitarianism

In his account of the rise of disciplinary society, Michael Foucault 
is credited for having given renewed interest to Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon writings. When Foucault in Discipline and Punish referred 
to Bentham’s Panopticon as an ‘architectural figure’, he was pre-
cisely alluding to Bentham’s own exposition where he wrote: ‘Morals 
reformed— health preserved— industry invigorated— instruction 
diffused— public burthens lightened— Economy seated, as it were, 
upon a rock— the Gordian knot of the Poor- Laws are not cut, but 
untied— all by a simple idea in Architecture!’1 Foucault succinctly 
explains the organizational principle of this ‘simple idea in Architecture’. 
He writes: ‘at the periphery, an annular building; at the center, a tower; 
this tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side 
of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which 
extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one 
on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, 
on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the 
other’.2 A supervisor stands in the central tower against the light: ‘Full 
lighting and the eye of a supervisor capture better than darkness, 
which ultimately protected. Visibility is a trap’3 (emphasis mine). ‘Each 
individual’, Foucault explains, ‘in his place, is securely confined to a 
cell from which he is seen from the front by the supervisor; but the 
side walls prevent him from coming into contact with his companions. 
He is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information, never 
a subject in communication. The arrangement of his room, opposite 
the central tower, imposes on him an axial visibility; but the divisions 
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of the ring, those separated cells, imply a lateral invisibility. And this 
invisibility is a guarantee of order’.4 Foucault further explains:

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a 
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is per-
manent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; that the 
perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unneces-
sary; that this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creat-
ing and sustaining a power relation independent of the person who 
exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in a power 
situation of which they are themselves the bearers.5

He remarks that ‘In view of this, Bentham laid down the principle that 
power should be visible and unverifiable. Visible: the inmate will con-
stantly have before his eyes the tall outline of the central power from 
which he is spied upon. Unverifiable: the inmate must never know 
whether he is being looked at any one moment; but he must be sure 
that he may always be so’.6 Foucault crucially points out that:

The Panopticon is a machine for dissociating the see/ being seen dyad: 
in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the 
central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen. It is an 
important mechanism, for it automatizes and deindividualizes power. 
Power has its principle not so much in a person as in a certain centered 
distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose 
internal mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are 
caught up. The ceremonies, the rituals, the marks by which the sover-
eign’s surplus power was manifested are useless. There is a machinery 
that assures dissymmetry, disequilibrium, difference. Consequently, it 
does not matter who exercises power […] The more numerous those 
anonymous and temporary observers are, the greater the risk of the 
inmate being surprised and the greater his anxious awareness of being 
observed. The Panopticon is a marvelous machine which, whatever use 
one may wish to put it to, produces homogeneous effects of power.7

Interestingly, the inspector who unexpectedly arrives, as Foucault 
writes, at the center of this Panopticon will be able at a glance to 
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observe how the establishment is functioning. In this sense, the 
Panopticon must be understood as ‘a generalizable machine of func-
tioning; a way of defining power relations in terms of the everyday life 
of men. No doubt Bentham presents it as a particular institution, closed 
in upon itself. As opposed to the ruined prison, littered with mecha-
nisms of torture, to be seen in Piranesi’s engravings, the Panopticon 
presents a cruel, ingenious cage. The fact that it should have given 
rise, even in our own time, to so many variations, projected or realized, 
is evidence of the imaginary intensity that it has possessed for almost 
two hundred years’.8 But, Foucault adds:

the Panopticon must be understood as a dream building: it is a diagram 
of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form; its functioning, 
abstracted from any obstacle, resistance or fiction, must be repre-
sented as a pure architectural and optical system: it is in fact a figure of 
political technology that may and must be detached from any specific 
use. It is polyvalent in its application; it serves to reform prisoners, but 
also to treat patients, to instruct schoolchildren, to confine the insane, 
to supervise workers, to put beggars and idlers to work […] Whenever 
one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or a 
particular form of behavior must be imposed, the panopticon schema 
may be used.9

In this way of making ‘power relations function in a function, and 
of making a function function through these power relations’, the 
Panopticon, as Bentham wrote, is ‘all by a simple idea of architec-
ture!’10 As we will see later, it is the spectacle of power that displays 
itself in this ‘simple idea of architecture’.

Bentham also wrote essays on the ‘theory of fiction’— in which 
Jacques Lacan took a particular interest— and a piece called ‘A 
Fragment on Ontology’. In his excellent introduction to the collection 
of Bentham’s Panopticon Writings that includes the latter piece, Miran 
Božovič writes that Bentham is particularly interested in exploring the 
effects that fictions have on reality: ‘Although neither of the two main 
classes of fictions or unreal entities— fictitious entities and imaginary 
non- entities— exist, both nonetheless have effects on reality: the for-
mer despite the fact they do not exist, and the latter precisely because 
of the fact that they do not exist ’.11 Božovic ̌ points out that the main 
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thrust of the ‘Fragment on Ontology’ is that ‘fictitious entities lend 
reality its logical- discursive consistency. And the main thrust of the 
panopticon writings is that a certain reality— the panopticon prison— is 
sustained in existence by something that is utterly unreal, that is, by an 
imaginary non- entity; it is through its very non- existence that the non- 
entity sustains the reality in existence— if it were to exist, the reality 
itself would disintegrate’.12

For Bentham, punishment is a spectacle, Božovič notes. 
‘Punishment’ itself is ‘the experience of pain or loss of pleasure. The 
paradox of Bentham’s punishment, which is intended for all the others 
rather than for the punished individual, is therefore evident: in punish-
ment, it is only the punished individual (that is, the one for whom the 
punishment is not intended) who suffers pain, whereas the punish-
ment acts upon all others (those for whom it is specifically intended) 
exclusively through its external appearance’, which means that 
‘appearance (apparent punishment, apparent suffering) outweighs 
reality (real punishment, real suffering) whenever the number of the 
innocent exceeds one. The principal object of punishment, the deter-
rence of the innocent, is therefore achieved by means of appearance 
itself, by raising the idea of punishment in the minds of the innocent’.13 
Božovič perceptively remarks that ‘Although the panopticon deters 
the innocent from committing offences by producing an appearance 
through reality, in order for this reality to be able to produce such an 
appearance at all, it must itself be sustained by another appearance, 
one that is not the effect of reality, but that is itself a fiction. If we 
were to remove this fiction from reality, we would lose reality itself’.14 
Bentham, as Božovic ̌ notes, constructed God as an ‘all- seeing gaze’. 
The inspector in the central tower may abandon surveillance, and 
‘each prisoner will believe that the inspector is prey upon him’, which 
results in each prisoner preying upon himself. ‘Thus, discipline is inter-
nalized, while the inspector himself has become superfluous. In this 
way, then, the impression of the inspector’s invisible omnipresence 
and the idea of constant surveillance are produced in the prisoners’ 
minds. Thus, through the illusion of all- seeing gaze of the dark spot in 
the lantern, God has been constructed and, in a single move, the last 
of the sceptics has been, as it were, converted’.15 As Božovic ̌ further 
reflects, ‘There can now no longer be any doubt: in the eyes of the 
subjects of the universe of the panopticon, the gaze of the dark spot 
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is the all- seeing gaze of God, the spot in the lantern is God himself’.16 
The inspector can now, like any other God, leave the panopticon; its 
machine will run smoothly without him. What is staged in the panop-
ticon, therefore, is ‘the all- seeing gaze itself. The lantern may then be 
said to be a device for reproducing an all- seeing gaze’.17

Frances Ferguson has written on the relation between Bentham’s 
utilitarianism and pornography in modernity, specifically focusing  
on the notion of ‘action’.18 With an affirmation of utilitarianism, she 
writes that the ‘crucial insight behind the modern utilitarian social sys-
tem that both Sade and Bentham devised was that it was inadequate 
to look to beliefs in order to explain and predict what people would do, 
and that it was inadequate to try to derive people’s beliefs from their 
actions’.19 She informs us that ‘pornography’ reemerged in the West in 
the late eighteenth century and claims that it involves biopolitics, using 
Foucault’s term. She writes: ‘Pornography, like Bentham’s Panopticon, 
was central in moving politics from representing property rights to a 
way of capturing the importance of action, and of using the social 
group as a way of establishing a relative value for individual action’, 
noting that ‘In utilitarian systems, power does not simply, as Foucault 
puts it, come from everywhere as a contribution of all participants 
in a social group’.20 Ferguson believes that the modern discovery of 
social formation made pornography a ‘newly available representational 
form in the eighteenth century and converted talk about sex into the 
rationalized representations of pornography. From Sade’s writings on, 
pornography is as distinct from sex as rationalized social structures are 
distinct from individual reason. Pornography does not merely recom-
mend particular sexual experience, as if to have its actors say, “try 
this, you’ll like it”. It takes what is visible and gives it explicit value by 
ranking everything into good, better, best, or, in Sade’s case, strong, 
stronger, strongest and sexy, sexier, sexiest’.21 She makes reference 
to Discipline and Punish and notes that Foucault in his account of 
social formation coined the term ‘bio- power’ to describe the operation 
of ‘disciplinary societies’.

Reminding the reader that utilitarian social structures began their 
developments in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
in western Europe, Ferguson claims that they came to embrace sex 
as well. Yet, she further remarks, ‘they introduced something more 
than the familiar manuals for managing erotic life by imagining that 
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even sexual privacy could be presented with all the publicness and 
explicitation that utilitarianism lent to social structures. The product of 
that extension is pornography as we know it. Pornography is not only 
the product that can be evaluated in terms of the abundant sales that 
mark it as a recognizable commodity to be bought and sold. It also 
proceeds by generating as many narrowly defined niches and sub-
categories as those recognizable utilitarian institutions— the competi-
tions of county fairs and the list of “the best” ’.22 With utilitarians like 
Bentham, Ferguson asserts, ‘pornographers came to make an implicit 
argument that neither sexuality nor learning is noteworthy for being 
visible, in the sense of being available to be seen. Rather, pornography 
tries to capture the difference between visibility and explicitness— the 
explicitness of value that is a statement of the values of a group. Like 
utilitarian social structures that attempt to search out value and con-
vert latent value into perceptible value, pornography provides mecha-
nisms for underscorings: it offers up not sex but the sexiness of sex’, 
and further she notes, ‘pornography represents the attempt to capture 
the “sexiness” of anything that can be said to be interesting but giving 
it the relative weight that it has within a particular social grouping’.23 
Taking issue with Roland Barthes on the notion of ‘pleasure’ in his 
Sade, Fourier, Loyola, Ferguson writes:

Bentham, by contrast, collapses pleasure into the utilitarian scheme 
by proposing that our slightest actions are pleasure- oriented. If the 
Benthamite project is to replace metaphysical accounts of morals with 
utilitarian structures, the motive is not to eliminate morality tout court 
but to give morality a new language— not that of remote moral maxi-
mums but that of representations of perceptible choice. Bentham can 
treat ‘success,’ ‘happiness’, and ‘pleasure’ as synonyms because he 
thinks that utilitarian social systems don’t so much force people into 
a renunciation of pleasure as make it possible for them to see their 
pleasures more clearly than they otherwise might do.24

We will come back later to the question of ‘pleasure’ as linked to ‘hap-
piness’ in relation to utilitarianism.
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New York: Verso, 1995), 31.

 2 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Allan Sheridan 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 200.

 3 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 200.
 4 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 200.
 5 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 201.
 6 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 201. ‘In order to make the presence or absence 

of the inspector unverifiable, so that the prisoners, in their cells, cannot even see a 
shadow, Bentham envisaged not only venetian blinds on the windows of the central 
observation hall, but, on the inside, partitions that intersected the hall at right angles 
and, in order to pass from one quarter to the other, not doors but zig- zag openings; for 
the slightest noise, a gleam of light, a brightness in a half- opened door would betray 
the presence of the guardians’, 201.

 7 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 201– 202.
 8 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 205.
 9 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 205.
 10 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 207.
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Chapter 2

Profanation and pornography

It is this profanatory potential that the apparatus of pornography seeks 
to neutralize.

— Giorgio Agamben1

In his essay ‘In Praise of Profanation’ Giorgio Agamben explores the 
complex relation between, on the one hand, ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ and 
the distinction between ‘profanation’ and ‘secularization’, and on the 
other, the relation between ‘sacrifice’ and ‘use’. Through an elaborate 
discussion on these distinctions, Agamben comes to the question of 
‘pornography’ towards the end of his essay. To begin with, Agamben 
writes that ‘secularization’ is a form of ‘repression’. He explains that it 
leaves ‘intact the forces it deals with by simply moving them from one 
place to another’.2 He further notes, ‘Thus the political secularization 
of theological concepts’ only displaces the ‘heavenly monarchy onto 
the earthly monarchy, leaving its power intact’.3 What is important to 
note here is that ‘Profanation, however, neutralizes what it profanes. 
Once profaned, that which was unavailable and separate loses its aura 
and is returned to use. Both are political operations: the first guaran-
tees the exercise of power by carrying it back to a sacred model; the 
second deactivates the apparatus of power and returns to common 
use the spaces that power had seized’.4

Invoking Benjamin’s thesis in his posthumous fragment entitled 
‘Capitalism as Religion’, Agamben reflects that we could say that 
capitalism pushes to the ‘extreme a tendency present in Christianity’. 
He says that, according to Benjamin, capitalism is not ‘solely a secu-
larization of the Protestant faith, as it is for Max Weber, but is itself 
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essentially a religious phenomenon, which develops parasitically from 
Christianity’.5 Further, ‘Where sacrifice once marked the passage from 
profane to the sacred and from sacred to the profane, there is now a 
single, multiform, ceaseless process of separation that assails every-
thing, everyplace, every human activity in order to divide it from itself. 
This process is entirely indifferent to the caesura between sacred 
and profane, between divine and human’. And further, ‘In its extreme 
form, the capitalist religion realizes the pure form of separation, to the 
point that there is nothing left to separate’.6 What comes out of this 
process is crucial. Agamben writes:

An absolute profanation without remainder now coincides with an 
equally vacuous and total consecration. In the commodity, separation 
inheres in the very form of the object, which splits into use- value and 
exchange- value and is transformed into an ungraspable fetish. The 
same is true for everything that is done, produced, or experienced— 
even the human body, even sexuality, even language. They are now 
divided from themselves and placed in a separate sphere that no 
longer defines any substantial division and where all use becomes and 
remains impossible. This is consumption.7

Invoking the term ‘spectacle’, as an ‘extreme phase form of capital-
ism’, Agamben argues that it signifies that ‘everything is exhibited in 
its separation from itself’, and therefore, ‘spectacle and consumption 
are the two sides of a single impossibility of use. What cannot be 
used is, as such, given over to consumption or to spectacular exhibi-
tion’.8 Citing Benjamin once again, this time from ‘The Work of Art in 
the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility’, where Benjamin coined  
the term ‘exhibition- value’ in order to show the transformation that the 
work of art has undergone in the age of technological reproducibility 
in its separation from the ‘cult- value’, Agamben reflects that ‘Nothing 
better characterizes the new condition of objects and even of the 
human body in the era of fulfilled capitalism’, while explaining that 
‘into the Marxian opposition between use- value and exchange- value, 
exhibition- value introduces a third term, which cannot be reduced to 
the first two. It is not use- value, because what is exhibited is, as such, 
removed from the sphere of use; it is not exchange- value, because it 
in no way measures any labor power’.9 Arguing that the ‘human face’ 
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exemplifies the proper place in the mechanism of exhibition- value, 
Agamben writes: ‘it is this brazen- faced indifference that fashion mod-
els, porn stars, and others whose profession it is to show themselves 
must learn to acquire: they show nothing but the showing itself (that 
is, one’s own absolute mediality). In this way, the face is loaded until it 
bursts with exhibition- value’.10

With his remarks on the question of the relation between profa-
nation and use in capitalism, Agamben finally comes to the notion 
of the ‘apparatus of pornography’. He basically makes the point that 
the apparatus of pornography neutralizes the ‘profanatory potentials’. 
Stating that the ‘apparatuses of power are always double’, he notes 
that ‘Neither the brazen- faced gestures of the porn star nor the impas-
sive face of the fashion model is, as such, to be blamed. Instead, what 
is disgraceful— both politically and morally— are the apparatus of por-
nography and the apparatus of the fashion show, which have diverted 
them from their possible use’.11 In conclusion, he asserts:

The unprofanable of pornography— everything that is unprofanable— is 
founded on the arrest and diversion of an authentically profanatory inten-
tion. For this reason, we must always wrest from the apparatuses— 
from all apparatuses— the possibility of use that they have captured. 
The profanation of the unprofanable is the political task of the coming 
generation.12

Some years after ‘In Parise of Profanation’, Agamben returns to the 
topic of pornography, this time in the context of his exploration of the 
theological notion of ‘Nudity’, which is the title of the longest essay 
in his book Nudities.13 He raises an interesting question about the 
combined notions of ‘face’, ‘body’, ‘clothing’, ‘grace’, and ‘nature’. 
He begins by discussing an exhibition held in 2005 in Berlin’s Neue 
Nationalgalerie, in which 100 ‘nude’ women (they actually were wear-
ing transparent pantyhose), exposed themselves to the gaze of visitors. 
After discussing at length the etiology of ‘nudity’, Agamben writes:

If, at the beginning of the twentieth century, there spread from 
Germany to the rest of Europe movements preaching nudism as a new 
social ideal that could be reconciled with our human nature, it is no 
surprise that this was possible only by opposing the obscene nudity 
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of pornography and prostitution with nudity as Lichtkleid (clothes of 
light), thereby unknowingly evoking the ancient theological conception 
of innocent nudity as clothing of grace. What those naturists displayed 
was therefore not nudity but rather clothing— not nature but rather 
grace.14

Towards the end of the essay Agamben comes back to take up 
Benjamin’s essay on ‘Goethe’s Elective Affinities’, where he discussed 
the notions of ‘veiling’ and ‘unveiling’ in relation to ‘beauty’. He reflects 
that: ‘The beautiful, then, is that object for which the veil is essential. 
That Benjamin is aware of the theological depth of this thesis, which 
irrevocably links the veil to the veiled, is suggested by a reference to 
the “age- old idea” that the veiled is transformed by its unveiling since 
it can remain “equal to itself” only underneath its envelopment. As a 
result beauty is in its essence an impossibility of unveiling; it is “non- 
unveilable’.15 I shall return to the paired notion of ‘veiling’ and ‘unveil-
ing’ in relation to building in Part III.
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Chapter 3

The society of pornography

Pornography is unmediated contact between the image and the eye.
— Byung- Chul Han, The Transparency Society1

In his The Transparency Society, Byung- Chul Han devotes a chap-
ter to ‘The Society of Pornography’. Constructing his argument on 
Agamben’s reflections on the theological discourse on the ‘face’ 
and ‘nudity’, as we saw above, Han poses a challenge to the latter’s 
interpretation. In so doing, he expands on the role and the function of 
pornography in a larger context of contemporary society. He begins 
by making the same reference to Benjamin’s ‘Goethe’s Elective 
Affinities’, but comes to a different interpretation and conclusion. He 
cites Benjamin, where he wrote:

The beautiful is neither the veil nor the veiled object but rather the 
object in its veil. Unveiled, however, it would prove to be infinitely incon-
spicuous [unscheinbar] … For that object, to which in the last instance 
the veil is essential, is not to be characterized otherwise. Since only 
the beautiful and outside it nothing— veiling or being veiled— can be 
essential, the divine ground of the being of beauty lies in the secret.2

‘Beauty’, Han comments, ‘cannot be revealed insofar as it is neces-
sarily tied to veil and veiling’.3 A Form of an object, he says, ‘can 
be beautiful ’, but, in contrast, ‘nakedness proves sublime— without 
a form or image— when secrecy, the defining trait of beauty, does 
not adhere to it. The sublime surpasses the beautiful. Creaturely 
nakedness, however, proves anything but pornographic. It is sublime 
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because it points to the work of the Creator’.4 Taking Agamben to 
task, Han asserts that the naked body is hardly ‘sublime’: ‘The sub-
lime, against which Benjamin sets the beautiful appearance, lacks all 
exhibition value. It is precisely exhibition that destroys creaturely sub-
limity. The Sublime generates cult value. The pornographically exhib-
ited face that “flirts” with the consumer proves anything but sublime’, 
Han asserts.5 Referring to Agamben’s argument in his Profanations in 
relation to ‘face’, ‘eroticism’, and ‘sexuality’, Han states that, ‘coun-
ter to Agamben’s assumption, pornography does not impede a new 
use of sexuality after the fact. The face that has become complicit 
with nudity is already pornographic; its only content consists of its 
exposure, namely, making a shameless show of awareness of the 
naked body standing on display. Simply reduced to the state of being 
exposed, the naked visage that has no secret and has become trans-
parent proves obscene. The face loaded with exhibition value to the 
point of bursting is pornographic’.6

Claiming that Agamben ‘fails to recognize that exposure per se 
is pornographic’, Han goes on to make a statement which must be 
taken seriously. He says: ‘Capitalism heightens the pornographica-
tion of society by exhibiting everything as a commodity and handing it 
over to hypervisibility. It seeks the maximization of exhibition value’.7 
He further remarks that ‘capitalism knows no other use for sexual-
ity. The “collective use of sexuality” that Agamben calls for achieves 
realization especially in pornographic advertisement’.8 Han claims that 
Agamben ‘fails to recognize the essential difference between the 
erotic and the pornographic’, asserting that ‘Direct putting- on- display 
of nudity is not erotic. The erotic place of a body is located “where 
the garment gapes”, where skin “flashes between two edges”— for 
example, between a glove and sleeves’.9 He writes:

The passivity of exhibiting nudity without a veil is pornographic. It 
lacks erotic luster. The pornographic body is smooth. Nothing inter-
rupts it. Interruption produces ambivalence, ambiguity. This semantic 
fuzziness is erotic. Moreover, the erotic presumes the negativity of the 
secret and hiddenness. There is no erotics of transparency. Precisely 
where the secret vanishes in favor of total exhibition and bareness, 
pornography begins. It is characterized by penetrating, intrusive 
positivity.10

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




