
Irvin’s concept of aesthetic exploration allows for a disambiguation between 
finding a body aesthetically beautiful and being sexually attracted to that 
body. This article utilizes that disambiguation to argue that the social legi-
bility of sexualized street harassment relies on and fortifies two related, but 
distinct, forms of social authority: the authority to judge the attractiveness 
of certain bodies and to sexualize a public interaction. In addition, I argue 
that the aesthetic practice that Irvin recommends, if widely adopted, could 
render sexualized street harassment less common. This anti-oppressive po-
tential of the notion of aesthetic exploration relies on its articulation and 
championing of aesthetic humility over aesthetic expertise.
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Street harassment often takes the form of sexually charged language, 
expressed in a public setting, that ostensibly positively evaluates the 
target’s body and frequently includes an apparent sexual invitation. 
Yet it’s not immediately obvious how or why it can be experienced as 
hostile and criticized as oppressive. What is so bad about being the 
object of a positive aesthetic evaluation and/or on the receiving end 
of a sexual invitation? How and why have we come to term such acts 
as harassment? Decades of feminist scholarship (Kissling, 1991; Bow-
man, 1993; Tuerkheimer, 1997; Crouch, 2009; Vera-Grey, 2016; for a good 
overview, see Fairchild, 2022) has addressed these questions, most often 
by emphasizing the role of asymmetrical, gendered power relations, 
sometimes to the extent of reducing the meaning of the sexual nature 
of the harassment to the unjust subordination of the targets of such 
harassment (almost always women or queer people). 

None of these analyses of sexualized street harassment, however, distin-
guish between aesthetic evaluation and sexual attraction; the two are 
almost always conflated. Although it doesn’t address sexualized street 
harassment at length, Sherri Irvin’s (2026) analysis gives us the tools to 
disambiguate those two phenomena.1 In the following discussion, I will 
revisit the phenomenon of sexualized street harassment in light of that 
disambiguation, showing that the two different elements of that phe-
nomenon raise different questions. Regarding the question of the eth-
ical or political meanings of the evaluation of a body, I will argue that 
the wrongness of sexualized street harassment lies in its derivatizing 
(Cahill, 2011) rather than objectifying effects (thus correcting for what I 
view as some flaws in standard feminist analysis of the phenomenon). 

1  Although not directly related to this discussion, there are other important reasons 
to disambiguate these two phenomena, particularly in relation to asexuality. Asexual 
people, some of whom do not find other persons sexually attractive, nevertheless can 
find bodies aesthetically beautiful, and so distinguishing between the two phenomena 
is an important way of recognizing and rendering legible their experiences (Przybylo, 
2019; Brunning and McKeever, 2020). I thank Daniel Haley for bringing the philosophical 
literature on asexuality to my attention.
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Regarding the question of the wrongness of the sexual invitation, I will 
argue that, in fact, no sexual invitation is issued via street harassment, 
and that what makes the latter wrong is its invocation and perpetuation 
of unjust social inequality of a particular sort. Both analyses produce 
important insights regarding aesthetic authority and structural injus-
tices centred on sex, race, gender identity, and others. I will then argue 
that the aesthetic practice that Irvin recommends, if widely adopted, 
could render sexualized street harassment less common. Regardless of 
the likelihood of such an effect, it reveals something important about 
Irvin’s theory that could otherwise be missed: its articulation and cham-
pioning of aesthetic humility over aesthetic expertise.

Irvin’s Disambiguation and Aesthetic Humility

In this article, Irvin defends her notion of “aesthetic exploration,” explic-
itly contrasting it with a culturally dominant (at least in contemporary 
Western contexts) practice of evaluating bodies “through a practice 
defined by conventional beauty standards” (Irvin, 2026: 10). Where the 
latter consists of comparing both one’s own body and the bodies of 
others to conventional standards of attractiveness (resulting in a nearly 
complete overlap between the categories of “beautiful” and “sexually 
attractive”), the former is driven by a desire to both reveal and revel in 
the particularities of a given body. Conventional beauty standards have 
no role to play in the practice of aesthetic exploration, which aims to 

[take] delight in the wide variety of embodiments in the world, 
learn[ing] to experience more pleasures in response to more 
configurations of being. Aesthetic exploration can be practiced 
in relation to one’s own body and the bodies of others, though 
the latter must be undertaken with great care to avoid creepi-
ness. One can practice first on one’s own body and on publicly 
available representations or embodied performances to learn to 
find sources of aesthetic interest and pleasure in a wide variety 
of faces and bodies. Once this skill is secure and one can apply it 
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with fluency and ease, one can use it to replace aesthetic respons-
es to beauty or ugliness with responses of valuing the aesthetic 
affordances of any face or body, thereby reducing one’s participa-
tion in processes that reward the beautiful and penalize the ugly. 
(14-15)

2  Sexual attraction may, of course, follow from aesthetic exploration, but it need not, 
and it certainly does not need to precede the exploration itself.

Irvin argues that aesthetic exploration could serve to counter the unjust 
and substantive effects of conventional beauty standards by replacing 
judgment with curiosity and attention to particularity.

The stance of aesthetic exploration not only brackets conventional 
beauty standards; it also removes the role of attraction (or repulsion) as 
a means by which certain bodies are identified as candidates for aes-
thetic attention. Aesthetic exploration is not motivated by attraction, 
because the aesthetic explorer doesn’t know what they will find; they 
turn to the body in question without any expectation or knowledge of 
what they will find. This is not to say that the exploration is without a 
hope for pleasure: “The pleasures of this domain have a different tenor: 
they include prickles of curiosity, fascination with complexity, and won-
der at the strange and unfamiliar” (11). One of the advantages of Irvin’s 
notion of aesthetic exploration, then, is that it allows for the experience 
of aesthetically revelling in the particularities of human bodies (includ-
ing those bodies that fall short of dominant beauty standards, which is 
to say, most of them) without the involvement of sexual attraction.2

The practice of aesthetic exploration, then, entails the disambigua-
tion of aesthetic evaluation and sexual attraction, whereas (in Irvin’s 
analysis) the dominant stance toward bodily beauty conflates the two. 
Yet I want to argue that even in the most paradigmatically problem-
atic example of evaluating a body’s attractiveness—sexualized street 
harassment—it is conceptually useful to separate the two elements. 
Analyzing the two elements separately results in insights that also help 
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to illuminate an anti-oppressive aspect of Irvin’s analysis that might 
otherwise be missed: its valorization of aesthetic humility.

Sexualized Street Harassment

As mentioned above, sexualized street harassment frequently includes 
both an evaluation of the target’s body and a reference to a potential 
sexual interaction, which could plausibly be described as an invitation. 
Rather than conflate these two elements of the harassment, I will ana-
lyze each in turn, demonstrating that they raise distinct issues related to 
the harms and wrongs of the harassment. 

Let’s start with the first element: the positive aesthetic evaluation of a 
body. Again, how and why such a positive evaluation can be harmful 
or degrading is puzzling. If the social value and worth of femininely 
presenting bodies are significantly determined by their aesthetic 
appeal, why isn’t being informed that one has met such a salient stand-
ard accompanied by a sense of relief, or achievement, or pride? The 
most common feminist response to this conundrum has to do with 
the ostensibly negative and necessarily degrading reduction of one’s 
self to their materiality. Street harassment, so this story goes, turns 
women into things, “a piece of meat,” objects (McDonald, 2022: 211). I’m 
unconvinced by that line of thought, because I don’t think that being 
treated as a thing is always degrading, unpleasant, and/or unjust, and 
because assuming that objectification is always dehumanizing necessar-
ily entails a model of personhood that traffics in a problematic mind/
body hierarchy (here I agree with Ann Cahill’s analysis [2011]). 

The ethical problem with phenomena such as street harassment is 
not that women are being treated like things, but that their embodied 
selves are being treated and therefore constituted as mere derivatives of 
the desires and preferences of their social superiors, rather than being 
treated as having ethical worth in and of themselves. The problematic 
nature of the standard of beauty used in the evaluation of their bodies 
is not to be found in, say, a requirement for thinness or facial symmetry. 
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The problem is more structural, having to do with the assumption that 
what counts as feminine beauty is that which is valued by (certain) 
masculine bodies. That structural element is elided when we focus 
on the fact that the evaluation is, on the face of it, positive, and thus 
wonder why the objects of those evaluations don’t themselves respond 
positively. 

Although I am arguing here that feminist approaches to the evaluation 
of bodies that street harassment often includes often miss the mark, 
there’s little doubt that that evaluation is in fact occurring: the body in 
question is being judged. In contrast, I want to argue that the seeming 
inclusion of sexual invitations in sexual harassment is illusory, and that, 
upon closer inspection, such harassment does not actually include such 
an invitation. In their analysis of sexual speech acts, Quill Kukla notes 
that: 

3  Kukla published the article cited here under a former name, but now publishes under 
Quill Kukla.

If you invite me to your birthday dinner, I am free not to go, but it 
is incumbent on me to express both my gratitude for the invita-
tion and my regret for turning it down. However, it feels odd to 
say that I owe someone gratitude for inviting me to have sex. I 
get ‘invited’ to have sex every time I walk down a major street in 
workout clothes, and while I sometimes get called a bitch for not 
showing gratitude, I don’t think I owe gratitude in any sense, no 
matter how minimal. (Kukla, 2018: 83)3

Kukla’s analysis of sexual speech acts is persuasive, but there seems to 
be something amiss in their description of sexualized street harassment 
as a sexual invitation (even given the ambivalence indicated by the 
scare quotes). I would hold that most harassers do not, in fact, wish to 
have a sexual interaction with their target, and are not inviting her to 
do so. A quick thought experiment provides evidence for this intuition. 
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Imagine that a target of sexualized street harassment were to reply to 
her cat-caller by saying, “Hey, you’re in luck! I happen to be desperate 
to have sex with someone, so I would love to take you up on your offer.” 
At the very least, the harasser is going to be surprised and taken aback; 
in many cases, he would not be interested in immediately going with 
her to do whatever act he was just describing. For his response to take 
the form of “Finally! It worked!” seems entirely unthinkable. Just as 
importantly, the target’s response would register as out of line and very 
nearly nonsensical. The illegibility of these imagined exchanges reveals 
that the harasser didn’t think he was extending an invitation in the first 
place; to put it more bluntly, the cat-caller is not doing what a person 
who is continually asking other people out for dates is doing.

Sexual harassment, then, despite its linguistic content, does not consti-
tute an actual sexual invitation. The question then becomes: what is the 
explicit reference to a possible sexual interaction doing, if not inviting 
that interaction? We can consider two common responses to this ques-
tion. The dominant feminist analysis is that it is an act of domination 
and degradation, a way of putting a woman or a queer person “in their 
place” (Cousens, 2025). Like the feminist analysis of aesthetic evalua-
tion, his analysis also makes use of the concept of objectification, but 
in a slightly different way: the subject, who is not (merely) a material 
entity, is degraded insofar as she is being treated as if she were a par-
ticular kind of object: a thing with which to have sex. By contrast, the 
dominant anti-feminist analysis takes the invocation of a sexual interac-
tion as merely complimentary, an instinctive, irrepressible response to 
women’s beauty for which the harasser can hardly be held responsible. 
Feminists who view it as unpleasant or offensive are overly sensitive, 
according to this view, and should, in fact, feel gratified when their 
bodies garner such a response. But note that even this anti-feminist take 
doesn’t consider the speech act an actual sexual invitation, even if it can 
be plausibly taken as an expression of sexual attraction. Both the refer-
ences to body parts and the invocation of a sexual interaction show up, 
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from this view, primarily as aesthetic judgments that men are entitled 
to make, and precisely because men are entitled to make them, women 
are not entitled to respond to them with justified anger. 

As I have already mentioned, I find the objectification analysis ulti-
mately unpersuasive. Why or how is the antifeminist analysis also 
unpersuasive? When anti-feminists try to describe street harassment as 
mere compliments, they wilfully ignore–or endorse–the role of entitle-
ment and arrogance that is central to the phenomenon. What is in play 
in both the aesthetic evaluation and the ostensible sexual invitation are 
(slightly different, but related) forms of social authority. Those social 
beings with certain forms of social status, particular social statuses that 
are established by virtue of sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, and 
race, enjoy the widely recognized privilege of commenting publicly on 
the bodies of those who are viewed as lacking in those social statuses, 
as well as instigating a sexually charged discourse with their ostensible 
subordinates. 

This analysis of street harassment treads familiar feminist ground; it 
seems to be emphasizing that the ethical wrong of street harassment 
has to do with power and not, say, bodily beauty or attractiveness. Yet 
I think it would be a mistake to draw too strong a distinction (as much 
of the feminist literature does; see Cousens, 2025, who also notes that 
street harassment is unlikely to lead to a sexual encounter) between 
power and sexuality here. It’s not just any authority that the harasser 
draws upon: it’s the authority to judge the attractiveness of certain bodies 
and to sexualize a public interaction, and to do so in a context that does 
not endow the target of the harassment with the tools to undermine 
or prevent those acts. There is no social script by which the target can 
demote and therefore de-authorize the harasser (as an employee might 
do in the act of quitting). Targets of street harassment are sometimes 
encouraged to either ignore the harasser or to respond with defiance or 
even similarly vulgar language, but none of these responses effectively 
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defang the harassment: to ignore loud harassment is to paradoxically 
recognize it, as there is no plausible reason to believe it has not been 
heard. Responding with defiance or anger may give the harasser even 
more satisfaction, and responding in kind—telling the harasser to fuck 
off, say, or to suck the target’s dick—rarely if ever effectively turns the 
tables, and may well instigate a more violent response from the har-
asser. 

These hypothetical examples highlight the centrality of the role of 
authority in the speech act of street harassment. Because the targets 
of sexualized street harassment do not enjoy the specific privileges 
that their harasser invokes, any attempt at a reversal misfires. The 
social legibility of harassment—the fact that it does not register as 
strange or nonsensical, even if it is sometimes seen as untoward or 
uncouth—relies on, reifies, and strengthens that authority. Moreover, it 
matters that those very acts of judging and sexualizing, in the context 
of contemporary norms, successfully establish dominance. It could be 
otherwise! Evaluating a beautiful body could place one in a subordi-
nate position, awed by some magnificence that one does not embody; 
sexualizing an interaction could imaginably do the same, by admitting 
that one is subject to the other’s allure. But that is not how these acts 
function in a social world structured by racism, sexism, and heteronor-
mativity.

Distinguishing between these two elements of sexualized street harass-
ment (aesthetic evaluation and sexual invitation) has enabled us to see 
that the latter is importantly illusory; it has also allowed for the devel-
opment of a more fine-grained understanding of the forms of social 
authority in play in that harassment. With that understanding in mind, 
we can now raise a different question regarding the anti-oppressive 
potential of Irvin’s notion of aesthetic exploration as an aesthetic prac-
tice, namely: could it undermine the particular forms of social authority 
that sexualized street harassment entails, and thus make that harass-
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ment less common, or at least less legible?

Aesthetic Humility and the Anti-Oppressive Potential of Aes-
thetic Exploration

As described by Irvin, aesthetic exploration entails the rejection of a 
pre-existing aesthetic standard that would determine the aesthetic 
value of the body being explored. Rather than approaching the body to 
establish the degree to which it did or did not meet such a standard, the 
person undertaking the aesthetic exploration approaches the body with 
the aim of discovering, and delighting in, its particularity. While such 
a person may improve their ability to undertake this aesthetic explora-
tion (for example, the person may be able to adopt the stance with an 
ever-growing set of bodies, or may become able to better notice bodily 
aspects that usually would go ignored), they are not positioning them-
selves with any kind of authority with respect to the viewed body. They 
certainly don’t have the authority of an expert, as their lack of knowl-
edge of the body being viewed is central to their exploration. This is 
true even if the body is one of, say, a familiar lover, because the aesthetic 
explorer is actively seeking to experience new aspects of the body. They 
are leaning in to what they do not know and what they have missed, 
and in so doing, they are taking the stance of one-who-has-not-yet-seen 
and one-who-does-not-yet-know. This is an aesthetically and epistemi-
cally humble stance, one that is contrary to the arrogance, entitlement, 
and license associated with higher social status and deployed in the 
phenomenon of sexualized street harassment. 

It is also important that Irvin’s stated goal of aesthetic exploration is to 
have a first-hand, subjective aesthetic experience, to feel that sense of 
wonder and delight that an aesthetic object can inspire. While there 
may well be contexts where this first-person experience contributes to 
a shared experience—sharing one’s aesthetic appreciation of a lover’s 
body can enhance a sexual experience, for example—a public expres-
sion of that first-person experience seems, at the very least, unneces-
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sary, and is likely to be inappropriate. Here, it is useful to remember that 
street harassment often occurs in a group context, where the harasser 
is eager to have his harassing witnessed by other members of his social 
group; in fact, the target may be a mere means by which the harasser 
proves their social status to their peers. But the aesthetic explorer is not 
seeking social status, nor do they need their first-hand experience to be 
broadcast for it to have value. Therefore, the goals that are primary to 
the street harasser—to both call upon and strengthen their authority 
to aesthetically judge bodies and to instigate a sexual interaction, to 
improve their social status with their in-group by performing a well-
worn social script—are contrary to the goals of the aesthetic explorer. 

Is the person who has become enormously proficient at aesthetically 
appreciating a wide scope of bodies, including those that are deemed 
unattractive by the dominant discourse, more or less likely to com-
mit acts of street harassment? According to the anti-feminist take 
on street harassment, it is possible that some with such an increased 
proficiency might actually harass more people; after all, if street harass-
ment is essentially a vehicle for aesthetic compliments, such a person 
would have more occasion to make such compliments. Yet this result is 
strongly counter-intuitive. Sexualized street harassment relies on and 
perpetuates forms of aesthetic and sexualized power that aesthetic 
exploration explicitly rejects. In fact, the aesthetic humility at the heart 
of aesthetic exploration would render cat-calling an awfully strange 
thing to do. 

I am not, ultimately, arguing that Irvin’s notion of aesthetic exploration 
ought to be repackaged as some sort of anti-oppressive curriculum 
designed to rid the streets of the scourge of sexualized harassment. The 
phenomenon is too complex and ingrained into contemporary social 
norms to be susceptible to such an earnest initiative. My aim in this 
piece has been more modest: first, to utilize the conceptual tools offered 
in Irvin’s analysis to revisit some aspects of sexualized street harass-
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ment that previous scholarship did not sufficiently address; and second, 
to bring into clearer focus how Irvin’s concept of aesthetic exploration 
relies on a notion of aesthetic humility that is counter to structural 
elements of sexualized street harassment and thus holds even more 
anti-oppressive potential than Irvin’s article identified.
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