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PREFACE

I have been teaching undergraduate courses in and writing about the
philosophy of sex and love since 1976. That comes to more than twenty-
five years: a good portion of my adult life (almost half) and all my post-
graduate professional life. You might think that I would be sick of the
subject, if not of sex itself, by now—say, by a kind of excitatory habitua-
tion. To some extent that has happened.! Nevertheless, I still experience
a scholarly-sensuous frisson whenever I open an envelope or an e-mail in
which a colleague has sent to me, for comments or perusal, a new piece
on sexual morality (most recently, when Igor Primoratz sent me his en-
ticing “Sexual Morality: Is Consent Enough?”);?> or whenever I page
through a professional journal or an anthology and unexpectedly find an
exploration of sexuality (for example, Louise Collins’s unfortunately
somewhat tedious “Emotional Adultery: Cybersex and Commitment”);?
or whenever, browsing through a university press catalogue or the New
York Review of Books, 1 discover yet another scholar bringing innovative
ideas and a fresh perspective to the field (David Archard’s Sexual Consent
comes to mind immediately).# This revised, fourth edition of The Philoso-
phy of Sex: Contemporary Readings contains the kind of philosophical inves-
tigations of sexuality that have sustained my interest in the field during
all these years in the face of a suspicion (and the fact) that some philoso-
phers, theologians, and other writers have, in their published work, been
merely repeating the same old tired formulas over and over again.

The second edition of The Philosophy of Sex (1991) was an 80-percent re-
vision of the first edition (1980); the third edition (1997) was also an 80-
percent revision of the second. By contrast, this fourth edition (2002) is
about a quarter or so revision of the third edition—which is supposed to
inform you, my students, colleagues, and other readers, that I was happy
with the third edition, although not perfectly happy with it. This fourth edi-
tion is the largest Philosophy of Sex ever published, containing thirty chap-
ters (or thirty-one, depending on how you do the counting), thereby

Xi



Xii Preface

providing, in the resulting mixture, more substance and variety for stu-
dents studying the philosophy of sexuality and for researchers working in
the field. It newly contains, for example, my introductory essay “The Fun-
damentals of the Philosophy of Sex,” written to ease students into, and
provoke them about, the subject matter. This edition also contains other
essays that are appearing in the collection for the first time, plus a much-
expanded “Suggested Readings” section. Once again the core theoretical
and historically important essays that are central to contemporary phi-
losophy of sex are included (four of which were originally and surpris-
ingly published in the dignified pages of the Journal of Philosophy):
Thomas Nagel’s “Sexual Perversion,” Robert Solomon’s “Sexual Para-
digms,” Janice Moulton’s “Sexual Behavior: Another Position,” Robert
Gray’s “Sex and Sexual Perversion,” and Alan Goldman’s “Plain Sex”
(from the prestigious journal Philosophy and Public Affairs).

The bulk of the fourth edition of Philosophy of Sex falls properly in the
area of applied philosophy of sex or, more generally, applied philoso-
phy, applied ethics, and gender studies (so the book could be used in
those sorts of courses as well as in courses that concentrate on the phi-
losophy of sex). Some of the essays I have chosen to include in this vol-
ume are very good, even excellent; others, I think, are probably wrong,
even if provocative. But this latest version of Philosophy of Sex would be an
extraordinarily boring book were I to assemble together only what I per-
sonally like, find compelling, or sympathize with ideologically. Such a
monistic collection, furthermore, would not serve well the interests of
students who are attempting to learn about the philosophy of sex or of
scholars who utilize this text for research, and it would not do justice to
the richness of sexual philosophy. Hence there are essays in this anthol-
ogy that are critical and supportive of homosexuality, abortion, prostitu-
tion, and pornography, which makes the book unlike a large number of
recent collections in sex and gender studies that are merely platforms
for partisan views.?

The section on conceptual analysis (Part 1) begins with a sweet and sour
essay by Greta Christina, who exhibits how the paradigmatically philo-
sophical task of providing criteria for the identification of sexual acts also
arises in (some of) our sexual lives.5 “What is sex?” (definitionally and de-
scriptively) is the question addressed in the other essays of Part 1: Thomas
Nagel focuses on the sophisticated psychological nature of human sexual
interaction; Robert Solomon explores the expressive functions of sexual
behavior; Janice Moulton exposes what is false and misleading, from a
woman’s perspective, in Nagel’s and Solomon’s accounts of human sexu-
ality; Alan Goldman attempts to define “sexual desire” and “sexual activ-
ity” by discovering the lowest common denominator of all sexual events;
Robert Gray illuminates the conceptual relationship between sexual ac-
tivity and sexual pleasure and explains how this bears on our understand-
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ing of sexual perversion; and in my contribution to Part 1, I examine con-
ceptually and ethically the much-maligned yet nearly universally practiced
(among males, at least) act of masturbation. (You might remember
Woody Allen’s joke: “Why are you such a good lover?” Answer: “I practice
a lot when I’'m alone.”)

In Part 2, the pieces by John Finnis and Michael Levin express severe
doubts about the morality, wisdom, and normality of homosexuality,”
while those of Martha Nussbaum and John Corvino offer defenses of
gay and lesbian sexuality. Ed Vacek’s prescient paper presents an early
statement of a position that has lately been growing in popularity and
visibility, namely, that the tenets of Christianity do not entail that loving
and consummated homosexual relationships are morally wrong.’
Cheshire Calhoun, in her recent essay “Defending Marriage,” critically
analyzes several arguments that attempt to defend same-sex marriage,
and concludes that such marriages are essential for the full citizenship
of gay men and lesbians. Of course the analytic essays of Part 1 of this
volume on the nature of sex and perversion have implications for these
disagreements over homosexuality, as they do for all the other topics
discussed later in the volume.

Both abortion and sexuality have been written about abundantly, but
largely independently of each other. For this reason, I have reserved Part
3 of the book for two essays that nicely examine an issue that has been,
among philosophers, relatively neglected: Sidney Callahan and Ellen
Willis explore the logical, psychological, and social connections between
the abortion controversy and contemporary sexual norms.?

In Part 4, which is new to this fourth edition of Philosophy of Sex, the im-
portant concept (and practice) of the “sexual use” of one person by an-
other is investigated. Part 4 begins with a classic statement by the
German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) about the essentially
objectifying or instrumental nature of human sexual interaction. (This
chapter is the only one in the book that cannot be called a “contempo-
rary reading,” in violation of the book’s subtitle. I include it because
there has lately been a good deal of writing about Kant and sexuality—
see the “Suggested Readings”—and it is helpful to have some of what
Kant wrote about sex conveniently available.) Thomas Mappes and I ex-
plore, in separate essays, what is implied about the morality of sexual be-
havior if we take Kant’s metaphysics of human sexuality seriously (or
semiseriously) and also hold to some version of the Second Formulation
of Kant’s Categorical Imperative. Thus both essays ask how and when
sexual activity could be morally permissible if the persons involved
wanted to follow Kant’s injunction never to use another person sexually
merely as a means. (This is a topic brought up briefly earlier in the vol-
ume by Alan Goldman).!® An essay by Irving Singer closes Part 4, in
which he registers strong disagreement with Kant’s characterization of
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sex as inherently instrumental and objectifying.!! Clearly, the theoreti-
cal and practical discussion of sexual use and sexual objectification in
Part 4 is especially relevant to the topics addressed in Parts 5 and 6 of this
book: rape, harassment, pornography, and prostitution.

Part 5 is devoted to questions that arise about rape, date rape, and sex-
ual harassment. Robin Warshaw, by carefully presenting case studies of
possibly sexually harassing behavior, shows us that analytic tangles, and
hence legal and social uncertainties, plague this phenomenon. Mane
Hajdin tries to clear up this perplexing territory by suggesting how a de-
marcation criterion, one that reliably distinguishes acceptable from un-
acceptable sexual advances, might be devised. H. E. Baber compares the
harms caused by work in our society and the harms caused by rape or
sexual assault and reaches a surprising conclusion. Robin West explores
another problematic distinction, that between nonconsensual sexual ac-
tivity and sexual activity that is consensual yet still engaged in under
some sort of pressure and is in that way harmful, especially to women’s
autonomy. Two additional essays have been added to Part 5 of this edi-
tion. My essay on Antioch University’s “Sexual Offense Policy” analyzes
the school’s procedures designed to reduce or eliminate date rape on
college campuses. And Alan Wertheimer’s essay insightfully ponders
and questions the meaning, moral power, and even the relevance of
“consent” in sexual contexts. Note that Wertheimer and Mappes discuss
similar cases in probing the influence of coercion and deception on the
morality of sexual relations.

Prostitution and pornography—which both involve, in their own way,
performing sexual acts for compensation, and arguably involve the sex-
ual use and objectification of (mostly) women—are the last of the spe-
cial topics, analyzed by two sets of three essays each in Part 6. In her
essay, Sallie Tisdale presents a feisty and enlightening look at pornogra-
phy from a woman’s perspective.!'? Martha Nussbaum tackles the enor-
mous and difficult task of distinguishing, both analytically and morally,
the various kinds of sexual objectification that are represented in or car-
ried out by pornography and literature (and, by extension, the objecti-
fication that also occurs in our lives). My contribution to this section is
an essay that investigates empirically and conceptually the connection
between pornography and harm to women. (This essay had appeared in
the second edition, but not the third, of Philosophy of Sex.) The final three
essays are concerned with prostitution. Laurie Shrage presents a unique
feminist view of prostitution, a position that not only is highly critical of
prostitution as it is currently practiced in our society but also suggests
ways of improving prostitution. Igor Primoratz, in part replying to
Shrage’s essay, finds in prostitution—f{rom his libertarian perspective—
much less about which to complain, even as prostitution is currently
practiced.!® Closing this section is an iconoclastic essay by Pat Califia,
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“Whoring in Utopia,” which unabashedly defends prostitution by point-
ing out its many useful benefits.

I have dedicated this edition of Philosophy of Sex to my daughter
Rachel, who is the supreme love of my life (and now eight years old).
Rachel has brought to me, and made me feel, a kind of exquisite joy I
did not, earlier in my life, ever anticipate experiencing—and surely
something that even sexual activity at its best has never provided.

Notes

1. This is partly why I took several breaks from the philosophy of sex and love
and pursued other research matters. One break occurred in 1994, when I im-
mersed myself in the writings of Francis Bacon, inspired to do so by those feminists
who found obnoxious allusions to “rape” in Bacon’s philosophy of science. The re-
sultwas “In Defense of Bacon,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 25, 2 (1995): 192-215;
arevised version appears in A House Built on Sand: Exposing Postmodernist Myths about
Science, ed. Noretta Koertge (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 195-215.
The second break occurred in 1998, and resulted in my exposé of some excesses
of feminist scholarship: “Bad Apples: Feminist Politics and Feminist Scholarship,”
Philosophy of the Social Sciences 29, 3 (1999): 354-88. But even these publications deal
tangentially or directly with sexual issues (for example, see my critique of Rae
Langton on pornography in “Bad Apples,” 370-77). These essays (and others) are
available on my Website, <www.uno.edu/~asoble>.

2. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 4, 3 (2001): 201-18.

3. Social Theory and Practice 25, 2 (1999): 243-70. There is much that is valu-
able in Collins’s groundbreaking essay, but I found unconvincing and confusing
her reliance on the writings of the conservative sexual philosopher Vincent
Punzo (Reflective Naturalism [New York: Macmillan, 1969], chap. 6) in arguing
that a feminist can, and perhaps should, embrace a thesis about the significance
of the connection between sex and love (see 249 and 266, n. 21).

4. Sexual Consent (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1998). Many other articles and
books that have made important contributions to the field are listed at the end
of this volume in the “Suggested Readings” section.

5. See, for example, my review of the third edition of Marilyn Pearsall’s Women
and Values: Readings in Recent Feminist Philosophy (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth,
1999), which appeared in Teaching Philosophy 23, 2 (2000): 215-20.

6. Christina’s essay was reprinted by the magazine Ms. in its “Feminism and
Sex” issue of November/December 1995 (60-62). But, strangely, the essay’s last
two paragraphs are missing from that reprint (but not from this volume), and
my inspection of that issue of Ms. could find no editorial warning that the essay
had been abridged. Those paragraphs of Christina’s essay are perhaps the most
provocative—and the least feminist—parts of the essay: she admits to finding
some sadomasochist sex “tremendously erotic,” and she relates that when work-
ing as a nude dancer inside a peep show booth she had a “fabulous time” sexu-
ally with one of her quarter-laden customers.

7. For an early essay by Levin on homosexuality, see his “Why Homosexual-
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ity Is Abnormal,” The Monist 67, 2 (1984): 251-83; reprinted in Alan Soble, ed.,
The Philosophy of Sex, 3rd edition (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997),
95-127. A detailed critique of Levin’s Monist essay can be found in Timothy Mur-
phy, “Homosexuality and Nature: Happiness and the Law At Stake,” Journal of
Applied Philosophy 4, 2 (1987): 195-204.

8. See also the defense of homosexual marriage in Patricia Jung and Ralph
Smith, Heterosexism: An Ethical Challenge (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1993), which book I briefly reviewed in Ethics 105, 4 (1995): 975-76.

9. See also Roger Paden, “Abortion and Sexual Morality” (229-36), and my
essay “More on Abortion and Sexual Morality” (239-44), both of which appear
in my edited collection Sex, Love, and Friendship (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi,
1997). Although Judith Jarvis Thomson’s well-known and widely reprinted essay
“A Defense of Abortion” (Philosophy and Public Affairs 1,1 [1971]: 47-66) is often
read as a statement about the implications for the morality of abortion of a
woman’s right to control what happens to and in her own body, I think the essay
is usefully probed for its implications about the relationship between the moral-
ity of abortion and the morality of sexual activity. See also David Boonin-Vail, “A
Defense of ‘A Defense of Abortion’: On the Responsibility Objection to Thom-
son’s Argument,” Ethics 107, 2 (1997): 286-313.

10. See “Plain Sex,” in this volume, pages 39-55, at 51.

11. On the striking similarity between the views of Kant on sexuality and those
of the contemporary feminists Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, see
Barbara Herman, “Could It Be Worth Thinking about Kant on Sex and Mar-
riage?” in A Mind of One’s Own: Feminist Essays on Reason and Objectivity, ed. Louise
M. Antony and Charlotte Witt (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1993), 49-67.

12. The essay by Tisdale contained in this volume was published in Harper’sin
February 1992. Afterward, she gave her thoughts on sexuality more complete
treatment in Talk Dirty to Me: An Intimate Philosophy of Sex (New York: Doubleday,
1994). See the review of her book by James Wolcott, “Position Papers,” The New
Yorker (21 November 1994), 115-19; don’t miss the color comic of Tisdale in a
pornography store (115). Readers’ letters of reply to her Harper’s essay, as well as
her responses to them, appeared in the May 1992 issue of that magazine (4-7,
72-73, and 76-78).

13. Shrage continues the debate with Primoratz in her Moral Dilemmas of Fem-
inism: Prostitution, Adullery, and Abortion (New York: Routledge, 1994); see chap.
5and 207, n. 22. Some thoughts about Shrage and Primoratz can be found in my
Sexual Investigations (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 33-34 and
125-26. More recent criticism of Primoratz, in an essay that defends a tart-with-
a-heart type of prostitution, can be found in S. E. Marshall, “Bodyshopping: The
Case of Prostitution,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 16, 2 (1999): 139-50.



Introduction

THE FUNDAMENTALS OF THE
PHILOSOPHY OF SEX

Alan Soble

Only when you [have sex] . . . are you most cleanly alive and most cleanly
yourself. . . . Sex isn’t just friction and shallow fun. Sex is also the revenge
on death. Don’t forget death. Don’t ever forget it. Yes, sex too is limited in
its power. . . . But tell me, what power is greater?

—Philip Roth, The Dying Animal

W’hen a great deal of material has been written on a subject, by many
different writers of various persuasions and backgrounds, eventually
it will be possible to assemble a collection of assertions about the subject
that are bound to be silly. (The principle I have just put forward reverses
awell-known story, according to which a group of monkeys equipped with
typewriters will eventually produce a Shakespearian sonnet.) This princi-
ple holds for the topics of love and human sexuality, and perhaps espe-
cially for these loaded and emotional subjects. I have over the years
collected a number of apparently absurd or ridiculous claims made by in-

This essay is a revision of my “Philosophy of Sexuality,” an entry in the Internet Encyclope-
dia of Philosophy (<www.utm.edu/research/iep/>). It is reprinted by permission of the ed-
itor of the encyclopedia, James Fieser. This encyclopedia entry is a descendent of three ear-
lier pieces: “Sexuality and Sexual Ethics,” in Encyclopedia of Ethics, ed. Lawrence and
Charlotte Becker (New York: Garland, 1992), 1141-47 (rev. version in Encyclopedia of Ethics,
2nd ed. [N.Y.: Routledge, 2001], 1570-77); “La morale et la sexualité,” in Dictionnaire
d’éthique et de philosophie morale, ed. Monique Canto-Sperber (Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, 1996), 1387-91; and “Sexuality, Philosophy of,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy, ed. Edward Craig (London: Routledge, 1998), vol. 8, 717-30.

Xvii
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telligent people about sex and love. Let me share a few with you. Of
course, that this is my list of silly assertions may say more about my own bi-
ases and prejudices than about the thoughtfulness of their authors.

For example, the theologian Gilbert Meilaender has written, in his
very fine book The Limits of Love, that heterosexual coitus (penis-vagina
intercourse), in particular, is “the act in which human beings are present
most fully and give themselves most completely to another”™—as if dur-
ing homosexual sexual activity, the partners do not or cannot give them-
selves totally to each other.? Moreover, to think that a sexual act, of all
things, whether heterosexual or homosexual, forms the stuff of the
greatest intimacy is to overestimate or exaggerate the strength and
meaning of an exceedingly common and often trite physical act that has
no more important implications than passing gas.

The contemporary American secular philosopher Robert Nozick, who
is deservedly well respected for his brilliant books and articles, has de-
scribed sexual activity as a “metaphysical exploration, knowing the body
and person of another as a map or microcosm of the very deepest real-
ity, a clue to its nature and purpose”—as if investigating carefully the
pimples on your partner’s bottom supplies a reflection of cosmic order.
(Actually, I don’t have the foggiest idea what Nozick is saying in the first
place. Surely we expect something less obscure from one of our premier
analytic philosophers.) Nozick also thinks, along the lines of Meilaen-
der, that “the most intense way we relate to another person is sexually.”
Apparently Nozick has never experienced the enormous intensity of the
relationship between some people who play chess with each other. And
he has overlooked that reciprocal bursts of anger can be extraordinarily
intense, even if brief (like a brief and intense mutual orgasm), and that
fervent mutual hatred can last nearly a lifetime. Further, we should not
forget the lamentable fact that there is not much intensity in the dull
coitus routinely performed by a long-married couple.

The world-famous psychologist Rollo May denies that the key “mo-
ment” in sexual activity is the orgasm (which makes good sense). In-
stead, however, May thinks that the key “moment” is the precise instant
of the penetration of the erect penis of the man into the vaginal open-
ing of the woman®—as if that brief event never eventuated in a prema-
ture ejaculation depressing to both partners. And is the key “moment”
for homosexual lovers exactly when the penis enters the anus, pushing
its way through that tight muscular ring? (Victory! Scoring!) I am suspi-
cious of any talk about the key “moment” in the sexual activity of two
people. Sometimes it is the very first light kiss, or the very first time we
hold hands, realizing at that moment that we are going to engage in sex-
ual activity, that makes the biggest sexual impression—and afterward all
is sadly downhill. (May does acknowledge that the event of penetration
may be “disappointing,” but still considers it the moment of “greatest sig-
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nificance” in sex. But if the act of penetration is a disappointment, then
why insist that it “is the moment of union and the realization that we
have won the other” “Won,” indeed.)

The biomedical ethicist Timothy Murphy has proffered the idea (remi-
niscent of Nozick’s) that sex, whether straight or gay, “is a rich and fertile
language for discovering and articulating the meanings of human life”*—
as if English or Hungarian weren’t good enough, or even better, for that
purpose. Sex as a rich and fertile language, indeed, precisely for “articu-
lating the meanings of human life.” What makes Murphy think he is ad-
vancing our understanding of sex, or the philosophy of sex, by describing
sex in such overblown and pretentious terms? Come on, guy, get a hold of
yourself: sex is most of the time just fornicating or plain sex (to use Alan
Goldman’s term from his contribution to this collection), whether it is
straight or gay, nothing metaphysically or linguistically finer than that.

The philosopher Janice Moulton writes in this volume, in a very per-
ceptive essay, that “sexual behavior differs from other behavior by virtue
of its unique feelings and emotions and its unique ability to create
shared intimacy”7—as if a platoon of soldiers, buddies one and all, while
fired upon in battle, didn’t experience profound shared intimacy. Moul-
ton pays insufficient attention to those relationships, such as that be-
tween John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor, in which their deep, shared
intimacy was created not by sexual activity but by their common interests
in philosophy and political economy and their writing projects (proba-
bly a more firm foundation for shared intimacy than sexual activity). But
the married-to-each-other philosophers Hilde Lindemann Nelson and
James Lindemann Nelson win the syrup award for their generalization
that after two people get married their “idealizations give way to a better
understanding of what’s really admirable about one’s partner.” Quite
the opposite, I should have thought, at least some if not most of the time:
idealizations do give way after marriage, but we discover how rotten the
other person really is. At least we can raise the question: Do we, after
marriage, discover mostly the good and admirable or the bad, nasty, and
worthless?

As does Moulton, Roger Scruton thinks that sexuality is unique; but
whereas Moulton thinks that sexuality’s uniqueness lies in something
good (the shared intimacy it creates), Scruton identifies something ob-
noxious in sexuality that makes it special: “it is in the experience of sex-
ual desire that we are most vividly conscious of the distinction between
virtuous and vicious impulses™—between, say, a tendency to lavish car-
ing, devoted attention upon the object of our sexual desire and the wild
impulse just to have our way with her or him, which occasionally is vic-
torious. But Scruton is myopic is focusing on sex in this regard (unlike
St. Augustine, who found the consciousness of the pull of virtue and of
viciousness in all human endeavors). The contrast between our virtuous
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and vicious impulses can force itself upon our consciousness just as of-
ten, perhaps more strongly, and frequently with more disastrous conse-
quences, in matters of politics, ambition, and money (for example,
being pulled between generosity and stinginess).

I could go on and on with similar examples. But please do not take my
sarcasm all that seriously. What I mostly want to urge is that the reader
should take much of what is written about sexuality with a grain of salt,
including this introduction and the essays that have been collected to-
gether in this anthology. Try to approach the philosophy of sex, even
when it seems to be atits most intense and threatening, with a light heart
and a willingness to poke holes in bubbles. (The first and last articles in
this book, Greta Christina’s piece on figuring out what sex is, and Pat
Califia’s essay on the possible future of prostitution, have already taken
this advice, as does Sallie Tisdale’s essay on pornography, which ac-
counts for why these three are, in some ways, the most entertaining and
absorbing papers in this collection.) Now, then, let us get down to the
business of the philosophy of sex.

Among the many topics explored by the philosophy of sex are pro-
creation, contraception, celibacy, marriage, adultery, casual sex, flirting,
prostitution, homosexuality, masturbation, seduction, rape, sexual ha-
rassment, sadomasochism, pornography, bestiality, and pedophilia.
What do all these various things have in common? All are related in var-
ious ways to the vast domain of human sexuality. That s, they are related,
on the one hand, to the human desires and activities that involve the
search for and attainment of sexual pleasure or satisfaction and, on the
other hand, to the human desires and activities that involve the creation
of new human beings. For it is a natural feature of human beings that
certain sorts of behaviors and certain bodily organs are and can be em-
ployed either for pleasure or for reproduction, or for both.

The philosophy of sexuality explores these topics both conceptually
and normatively. Conceptual analysis is carried out in the philosophy of
sex in order to clarify the fundamental notions of the discipline, includ-
ing sexual desireand sexual activity. Conceptual analysis is also carried out
in attempting to arrive at satisfactory definitions of specific sexual prac-
tices, for example, adultery, rape, and prostitution. Conceptual analysis
(for example: What are the distinctive features of a desire that make it
sexual desire instead of something else? In what ways does seduction dif-
fer from nonviolent rape?) is often difficult and seemingly picky, but
proves rewarding in unanticipated and surprising ways. Although Part 1
of this collection focuses on conceptual matters about the nature of sex,
the reader will find that many other articles in the other parts of the
book also pay attention to conceptual matters (most notably, the essays
by Thomas A. Mappes on “sexual use,” Mane Hajdin’s essay on “sexual
harassment,” and Alan Wertheimer’s essay on “consent”).
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Normative philosophy of sexuality inquires about the value of sexual
activity and sexual pleasure and of the various forms they take. Thus
normative philosophy of sexuality is concerned with the perennial ques-
tions of sexual morality and constitutes a large branch of applied ethics.
It investigates what contribution is made to the good or virtuous life by
sexuality, and tries to determine what moral obligations we have to re-
frain from performing certain sexual acts and what moral permissions
we have to engage in others. Parts 2 through 6 of this anthology con-
centrate on normative matters in the philosophy of sex, discussing ho-
mosexuality, abortion, sexual use, rape, harassment, pornography, and
prostitution. Clearly, what is written about the morality of sexual be-
havior in one of these parts will have implications for the topics dis-
cussed in the other parts. For example, the investigation of Kantian
sexual ethics and of the notions of sexual use and objectification in Part
4 has important connections with the issues of prostitution and pornog-
raphy addressed in Part 6.

Some philosophers of sexuality carry out conceptual analysis and the
normative study of sexual ethics separately. They believe that it is one
thing to define a sexual phenomenon (such as masturbation, rape, or
adultery) and quite another thing to evaluate the phenomenon as being
morally right or wrong. Other philosophers of sexuality believe that a
robust distinction between defining a sexual phenomenon and arriving
at moral evaluations of it cannot be made, that analyses of sexual con-
cepts and moral evaluations of sexual acts necessarily influence each
other. Whether there actually is a tidy distinction between values and
morals, on the one hand, and natural, social, or conceptual facts, on the
other hand, is one of those fascinating, endlessly debated issues in phi-
losophy, and is not limited to the philosophy of sexuality. One thing to
think about while reading the essays in this book is to what extent the au-
thors keep distinct the conceptual and the normative or imply, to the
contrary, that this distinction is an impediment to the doing of the phi-
losophy of sex.

The Metaphysics of Sex

Our moral evaluations of sexual activity are likely to be affected by what
we view the nature of the sexual impulse, or of sexual desire, to be in hu-
man beings. In this regard there is a deep divide between those philoso-
phers that we might call the metaphysical sexual optimists and those we
might call the metaphysical sexual pessimists.

The pessimists in the philosophy of sexuality, such as St. Augustine,
Immanuel Kant, and, sometimes, Sigmund Freud, perceive the sexual
impulse and acting on it to be something nearly always, if not necessar-
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ily, unbefitting the dignity of the human person. They see the essence
and the results of the sexual drive to be incompatible with more signifi-
cant and lofty goals and aspirations of human existence. They fear that
the power and demands of the sexual impulse make it a danger to har-
monious civilized life. And they find in a person’s sexuality a severe
threat not only to his or her proper relations with, and moral treatment
of, other persons, but also to his or her own humanity.

On the other side of the divide are the metaphysical sexual opti-
mists—Plato, in some of his works, sometimes Sigmund Freud, Bertrand
Russell, and many contemporary philosophers—who perceive nothing
especially obnoxious in the sexual impulse. They frequently view human
sexuality as just another and mostly innocuous dimension of our exis-
tence as embodied or animal-like creatures (like the impulses to eat and
find shelter). They judge that sexuality, which in some measure has been
given to us by evolution, cannot but be conducive to our well-being with-
out detracting from our intellectual propensities. And they praise rather
than fear the power of an impulse that can lift us to various high forms
of happiness.

The particular sort of metaphysics of sex one holds will likely influ-
ence one’s subsequent judgments about the value and role of sexuality
in the good or virtuous life and about what sexual activities are morally
wrong and which ones are morally permissible. Let’s explore some of
these implications.

An extended version of metaphysical pessimism might make the fol-
lowing claims. (1) In virtue of the nature of sexual desire, a person who
sexually desires another person objectifies that other person, both be-
fore and during sexual activity. Sex, says the German philosopher Im-
manuel Kant, “makes of the loved person an Object of appetite. . . .
Taken by itself it is a degradation of human nature.”!? That is, our sex-
ual desire for another person tends to make us view him or her merely
as a thing, as a sexual object. And when one person sexually desires an-
other, the other person’s body is primarily desired, distinct from the
person.

(2) Further, certain types of deception seem required prior to engag-
ing in sex with another person. We go out of our way, for example, to
make ourselves look more physically attractive and socially desirable to
the other person than we really are, and we go to great lengths to con-
ceal our physical and personality defects. We are never our true selves on
a first date, trying to make a good (and hence misleading) impression.
While it might be the case that men sexually objectify women more than
women objectify men, it is undeniable that both men and women en-
gage in deception in trying to elicit a positive response from the other
person.

(3) The sexual act itself is peculiar, with its uncontrollable arousal, in-
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voluntary jerkings, and its yearning to master and consume the other
person’s body. This is part of what St. Augustine had in mind when he
wrote: “lust . . . is the more shameful in this, that the soul does neither
rule itself . . . nor the body either, so that the will rather than lust might
move these parts.”!! During the act, a person both loses control of him-
self or herself and loses regard for the humanity of the other person.
Our sexuality is a threat to the other’s personhood; but the one who is
in the grip of desire is also on the verge of losing his or her personhood.

(4) Moreover, a person who gives in to another’s sexual desire makes
a tool of himself or herself. As Kant makes the point, “For the natural use
that one sex makes of the other’s sexual organs is enjoyment, for which
one gives oneself up to the other. In this act a human being makes him-
self into a thing.”!? Those engaged in sexual activity make themselves
willingly into objects for each other merely for the sake of sexual plea-
sure. Hence both persons are reduced to the animal level.

(5) Finally, due to the insistent nature of the sexual impulse, once
things get going it is often hard to stop them in their tracks, and as a re-
sult we often end up doing things sexually that we had never planned or
wanted to do. Sexual desire is also powerfully inelastic, one of the pas-
sions most likely to challenge reason, compelling us to seek satisfaction
even when doing so involves obvious physical and psychological dangers.
The one who desires depends on the whims of another person to gain
satisfaction, and thereby becomes susceptible to the demands of the
other. People who are caught up in sexual desire can be easily exploited
and manipulated.

Given such a pessimistic metaphysics of human sexuality, one might
well conclude that acting on the sexual impulse is always morally wrong,
or that for purely prudential reasons one would do best by being celi-
bate. That might, indeed, be precisely the right conclusion to draw, even
if it implies the end of Homo sapiens. (This doomsday result was not
fearsome to St. Augustine; it is also implied by St. Paul’s praising, in 1
Corinthians 7, sexual celibacy as the ideal spiritual state.) More often,
however, the pessimistic metaphysicians of sexuality conclude that sex-
ual activity is morally permissible and prudentially wise only within mar-
riage (of the lifelong, monogamous, heterosexual sort) and only or
primarily for the purpose of procreation. Regarding the bodily acts that
are both procreative and produce sexual pleasure, it is their procreative
potential that is singularly significant and bestows value on these activi-
ties; seeking pleasure apart from procreation is an impediment to
morally virtuous sexuality, and is something that should not be under-
taken deliberately or for its own sake. Sexual pleasure at most has in-
strumental value, in inducing us to engage in an act that has procreation
as its main purpose. Such views have long been common among Chris-
tians, for example, St. Augustine: “A man turns to good use the evil of
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concupiscence, and is not overcome by it, when he bridles and restrains

its rage . . . and never relaxes his hold upon it except when intent on
offspring, and then controls and applies it to the carnal generation of
children . . . , not to the subjection of the spirit to the flesh in a sordid

servitude.”!3

Metaphysical sexual optimists suppose that sexuality is a natural bond-
ing mechanism that happily joins people together both sexually and
nonsexually. Sexual activity involves pleasing the self and the other at
the same time, and these exchanges of pleasure generate both gratitude
and affection, which in turn deepen human relationships and make
them more satisfying and emotionally substantial. Further, and this may
be the most important point, sexual pleasure is, for a metaphysical opti-
mist, a valuable thing in its own right, something to be cherished and
promoted because it has intrinsic and not merely instrumental value.
Hence the pursuit of sexual pleasure does not require much intricate
justification; sexual activity surely need not be confined to marriage or
directed at procreation. The good and virtuous life, while including
much else, can also include a wide variety and extent of sexual rela-
tions.'* Irving Singer is a contemporary philosopher of sexuality who ex-
presses well one form of metaphysical optimism: “For though sexual
interest resembles an appetite in some respects, it differs from hunger
or thirstin being an interpersonal sensitivity, one that enables us to delight
in the mind and character of other persons as well as in their flesh.
Though at times people may be used as sexual objects and cast aside
once their utility has been exhausted, this is no[t] . . . definitive of sex-
ual desire. . . . By awakening us to the living presence of someone else,
sexuality can enable us to treat this other being as just the person he or
she happens to be. . .. There is nothing in the nature of sexuality as such
that necessarily . . . reduces persons to things. On the contrary, sex may
be seen as an instinctual agency by which persons respond to one an-
other through their bodies.”!®

The character Pausanias, in Plato’s dramatic dialogue Symposium, as-
serts that sexuality in itself is neither good nor bad.!® He recognizes that
there can therefore be morally bad and morally good sexual activity, and
proposes a corresponding distinction between what he calls “vulgar”
eros and “heavenly” eros. A person who has vulgar eros is one who ex-
periences promiscuous sexual desire, has a lust that can be satisfied by
nearly any other person (male or female), and selfishly seeks only for
himself or herself the pleasures of sexual activity. By contrast, a person
who has heavenly eros experiences a sexual desire that attaches to a par-
ticular person; the heavenly erotic lover is as much interested in the
other person’s virtue, personality and well-being as he or she is con-
cerned to have physical contact with and sexual satisfaction by means of
the other person. A similar distinction between sexuality per se and eros
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is described by C. S. Lewis in his book The Four Loves,'” and it is perhaps
what Allan Bloom had in mind when he wrote, “Animals have sex and
human beings have eros, and no accurate science [or philosophy of sex]
is possible without making this distinction.”'8 The divide between meta-
physical optimists and metaphysical pessimists might, then, in part be
understood this way: metaphysical pessimists think that sexuality, unless
itis rigorously constrained by religious or social norms that have become
psychologically internalized, will tend to be governed by vulgar eros,
while metaphysical optimists think that sexuality, by itself, does not lead
to or become vulgar, that by its own nature it can easily be and often is
heavenly.

Moral versus Nonmoral Evaluations

Of course, we can and often do evaluate sexual activity morally: we in-
quire whether a sexual act—either a particular occurrence of a sexual
act (the act we are doing or want to do right now) or a general type of
sexual act (say, all instances of homosexual fellatio)—is morally good or
right or morally bad or wrong. More specifically, we evaluate or judge
sexual acts to be morally obligatory, morally permissible, morally wrong,
or even morally supererogatory. For example: one spouse might have a
moral obligation to engage in sex with the other spouse; it might be morally
permissible for married couples to employ contraception while engaging
in coitus; rape, prostitution, and some forms of incest are commonly
thought to be morally wrong (or immoral); and one person’s agreeing to
have sexual relations with another person when the former has no sex-
ual desire of his or her own but wants to please the latter might be morally
supererogatory. “Morally supererogatory” sexual activity is a category that
is not often discussed by sexual ethicists. Raymond Belliotti has this to
say about it: “We cannot fully describe this type of sex, but we can say
generally that it goes above and beyond the call of moral duty. It is sex
that is not merely morally permissible, but morally exemplary. It would
involve some extraordinary moral benefits to others not attainable in
merely morally permissible sex.”!?

Note that if a specific type of sexual act is immoral (say, homosexual
fellatio), then every instance of that type of act will be morally wrong.
However, from the fact that the particular sexual act we are now doing
or contemplate doing is morally wrong, it does not follow that the spe-
cific type of act we are performing is morally wrong; the sexual act that
we are contemplating might be wrong for lots of reasons having nothing
to do with the type of sexual act it is. For example, suppose we are en-
gaging in heterosexual coitus, and that this particular sexual act is wrong
because it is adulterous. The wrongfulness of our sexual activity does not
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imply that heterosexual coitus in general, as a type of sexual act, is
morally wrong. In some cases, of course, a particular sexual act will be
wrong for several reasons at once: not only is it wrong because it is of a
specific type (say, it is an instance of homosexual fellatio), but it is also
wrong because at least one of the participants is married to someone else
(it is wrong also because it is adulterous).

We can also evaluate sexual activity (again, either a particular occur-
rence of a sexual act or a specific type of sexual activity) nonmorally in-
stead of morally: nonmorally good sex is sexual activity that provides
pleasure to the participants or is physically or emotionally satisfying,
while nonmorally bad sex is unexciting, tedious, boring, unenjoyable, or
even unpleasant. (Be careful: nonmoralis not the same term as immoral,
and nonmorally bad sexual activity does not mean immoral sexual activity.)
An analogy will clarify the difference between morally evaluating some-
thing as good or bad and nonmorally evaluating it as good or bad. This
radio on my desk is a good radio, in the nonmoral sense, because it does
what I expect from a radio: it consistently provides clear tones. If, in-
stead, the radio hissed and cackled most of the time, it would be a bad
radio, nonmorally speaking, but it would be senseless for me to blame
(morally) the radio for its faults and threaten it with a trip to hell if it
did not improve its behavior. Similarly, sexual activity can be non-
morally good if it provides for us what we expect sexual activity to pro-
vide, which is usually sexual pleasure, and this fact has no necessary
moral implications.

It is not difficult to see that the fact that a sexual activity is perfectly
nonmorally good, by abundantly satisfying both persons, does not mean
by itself that the act is morally good: some adulterous sexual activity
might well be very pleasing to the participants, yet be morally wrong.
Further, the fact that a sexual activity is nonmorally bad, that is, does not
produce pleasure for the persons engaged in it, does not by itself mean
that the act is morally bad. Unpleasant sexual activity might occur be-
tween persons who have little experience engaging in sexual activity
(they do not yet know how to do sexual things, or have not yet learned
what their likes and dislikes are), but their failure to provide pleasure for
each other does not mean by itself that they perform morally wrongful
acts.

Thus the moral evaluation of sexual activity is distinct from the non-
moral evaluation of sexual activity, even if there do remain important
connections between them. For example, the fact that a sexual act pro-
vides pleasure to both participants, and is thereby nonmorally good,
might be taken (especially by a metaphysical sexual optimist) as a strong,
but only prima facie good, reason for thinking that the act is morally
good or at least has some degree of moral value. Indeed, utilitarian
philosophers such as Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill might claim
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that, in general, the nonmoral goodness of sexual activity goes a long
way toward justifying it. Another example: if one person never attempts
to provide sexual pleasure to his or her partner, but selfishly insists on
experiencing only his or her own pleasure, then that person’s contribu-
tion to their sexual activity is morally suspicious. But that judgment rests
not simply on the fact that he or she did not provide pleasure for the
other person, that is, on the fact that the sexual activity was for the other
person nonmorally bad. The moral judgment rests, more precisely, on
his or her motives for not providing any pleasure, for not making the ex-
perience nonmorally good for the other person.

It is one thing to point out that as evaluative categories, moral good-
ness/badness is quite distinct from nonmoral goodness/badness. It is
another thing to wonder, nonetheless, about the emotional or psycho-
logical connections between the moral quality of sexual activity and its
nonmoral quality. Perhaps morally good or right sexual activity tends
also to be the most satisfying sexual activity, in the nonmoral sense.
Whether that is true likely depends on what we mean by morally “good”
or “right” sexuality and on certain features of human moral psychology.
What would our lives be like, if there were always a neat correspondence
between the moral quality of a sexual act and its nonmoral quality? I am
not sure what such a human sexual world would be like. But examples
that violate such a neat correspondence are at the present time, in this
world, easy to come by. A sexual act might be both morally and non-
morally good: consider the exciting and joyful sexual activity of a newly
married couple. But a sexual act might be morally good and nonmorally
bad: consider the routine sexual acts of this couple after they have been
married for ten years. A sexual act might be morally bad yet nonmorally
good: one spouse in that couple, married for ten years, commits adultery
with another married person and finds their sexual activity to be extra-
ordinarily satisfying. And, finally, a sexual act might be both morally and
nonmorally bad: the adulterous couple get tired of each other, eventu-
ally no longer experiencing the excitement they once knew. A world in
which there was little or no discrepancy between the moral quality and
the nonmoral quality of sexual activity might be a better world than ours,
or it might be a worse world. I would refrain from making such a judg-
ment unless I were pretty sure what the moral goodness and badness of
sexual activity amounted to in the first place, and until I knew a lot more
about human psychology. Sometimes that a sexual activity is acknowl-
edged to be morally wrong by its participants actually contributes by it-
self to its being, for them, nonmorally good, that is, exciting and
pleasurable. In this sense, the metaphysical sexual pessimists, by issuing
myriad prohibitions of sexual activity, might, ironically, keep our sexual
lives happy or satisfying. St. Augustine, on such a view, was not the worst
thing that happened to the history of sex, but the best.



xxviii Alan Soble
The Dangers of Sex

Whether a particular sexual act, or a specific type of sexual act, provides
sexual pleasure is not the only factor in arriving at a judgment of its non-
moral quality: pragmatic and prudential considerations also figure in to
whether a sexual act, all things considered, has a preponderance of non-
moral goodness or badness. Many sexual activities can be physically or
psychologically risky, dangerous, or harmful. Anal coitus, for example,
whether carried out by a heterosexual couple or by two gay males, can
damage delicate tissues and is a mechanism for the potential transmis-
sion of various HIV viruses (as can heterosexual genital intercourse).
Thus in evaluating whether a sexual act will be overall nonmorally good
or bad, not only its anticipated pleasure or satisfaction must be counted,
but also all sorts of negative (undesired) side effects: whether the sexual
act is likely to damage the body, as in some sadomasochistic acts, or to
transmit any one of a number of venereal diseases, or to result in an un-
wanted pregnancy, or even whether one might feel regret, anger, or
guilt afterward as a result of having engaged in a sexual act with this per-
son, or in this location, or under these conditions, or of a specific type.
Indeed, all these pragmatic and prudential factors can also figure into
the moral evaluation of sexual activity: intentionally causing unwanted
pain or discomfort to one’s partner, or not taking adequate precautions
against the possibility of pregnancy, or not informing one’s partner of a
suspected case of genital infection, might very well be morally wrong.20
Thus, depending on what particular sexual moral principles one em-
braces, the various ingredients that constitute the nonmoral quality of
sexual acts can influence one’s moral judgments.

Sexual Perversion

In addition to inquiring about the moral and nonmoral quality of a
given sexual act or a type of sexual activity, we can also ask whether the
act or type is natural or unnatural (that is, “perverted”). Natural sexual
acts, to provide merely a broad definition, are those acts that flow natu-
rally from human sexual nature, or at least do not frustrate, counteract,
or interfere with sexual tendencies that flow naturally from human sex-
ual desire. An account of what is natural in human sexual desire and ac-
tivity is part of a philosophical account of human nature in general, what
we might call philosophical anthropology, which is a rather large un-
dertaking.

Evaluating a particular sexual act or a specific type of sexual activity as
being natural or unnatural can very well be distinct from evaluating the
act or type either as being morally good or bad or as being nonmorally



The Fundamentals of the Philosophy of Sex XX1X

good or bad. Suppose we assume, for the sake of discussion only, that
heterosexual coitus is a natural human sexual activity and that homo-
sexual fellatio is not natural, or is a sexual perversion. Even so, it would
not follow from these judgments alone that all heterosexual coitus is
morally good or right (some of it might be adulterous, or constitute
rape); nor would it follow that all homosexual fellatio is morally bad or
wrong (some of it, engaged in by consenting adults in the privacy of their
homes, might be morally permissible). Further, from the fact that het-
erosexual coitus is natural, it does not follow that acts of heterosexual
coitus will be nonmorally good, that is, pleasurable; nor does it follow
from the fact that homosexual fellatio is not natural that it does not or
cannot produce sexual pleasure for those people who engage in it. Of
course, both natural and unnatural sexual acts can be medically or psy-
chologically risky or dangerous. There is no reason to assume that nat-
ural sexual acts are in general more safe than unnatural sexual acts; for
example, unprotected (sans condom) heterosexual intercourse is more
dangerous, in several ways, than mutual homosexual masturbation.
Since there are no necessary connections between the naturalness or
unnaturalness of a particular sexual act or a specific type of sexual activ-
ity and its moral and nonmoral quality, why would we wonder whether a
particular sexual act or a type of sexual activity was natural or perverted?
(Indeed, many philosophers suggest that we should abandon the term
perversion in talking about sexually unnatural acts, or about sexuality in
general.)?! One reason for continuing the discussion of the natural and
the unnatural (or perverted) in sexuality is simply that understanding
what is sexually natural and unnatural helps complete our picture of hu-
man nature in general and allows us to understand our species more
fully. With such deliberations, the human self-reflection about humanity
and the human condition that is the heart of philosophy becomes more
complete. A second reason is that an account of the difference between
the natural and the unnatural in human sexuality might be useful for the
discipline of psychology, if we assume that a desire or tendency to en-
gage (exclusively) in unnatural or perverted sexual activities is a sign or
symptom of an underlying mental pathology. (By the way, the American
Psychiatric Association no longer considers homosexuality to be a “sex-
ual disorder.”)?? Finally, a third reason: even though natural sexual ac-
tivity is not on that score alone morally good or right and unnatural
sexual activity is not necessarily morally bad or wrong, it is still possible
to argue that whether a particular sexual act or a specific type of sexual-
ity is natural or unnatural does influence, to a greater or lesser extent,
whether the act is morally good or morally bad. Just as whether a sexual
act is nonmorally good, that is, produces pleasure for the participants,
may be a factor, sometimes an important one, in our evaluating the act
morally, whether a sexual act or type of sexual expression is natural or
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unnatural may also play a role, sometimes a large one, sometimes not, in
deciding whether the act is morally good or bad.

Aquinas’s Natural Law versus Nagel’s Secular Philosophy

A comparison of the sexual philosophy of the medieval Catholic theolo-
gian St. Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-1275) with that of the contemporary
secular philosopher Thomas Nagel is, in this matter, instructive. Both
Aquinas and Nagel make the relatively innocuous assumptions that what
is unnatural in human sexual behavior is perverted, and that what is un-
natural (or perverted) in human sexuality is simply that which does not
conform with or is inconsistent with natural human sexuality. But be-
yond these trivial areas of general agreement, there are deep differences
between the views of Aquinas and Nagel.

Based on a comparison of the sexuality of humans and the sexuality of
lower animals (birds, dogs, etc.), Aquinas concludes that what is natural
in human sexuality is the impulse to engage in heterosexual coitus. Het-
erosexual coitus is the mechanism designed by the Christian God to en-
sure the preservation of animal species, including the human species,
and hence engaging in this activity is the primary natural expression of
human sexual nature. Further, this God designed each of the parts of
the human body to carry out specific functions, and on Aquinas’s view
God designed the male penis to implant sperm into the female’s vagina
for the purpose of effecting procreation. It follows, for Aquinas, that de-
positing the sperm elsewhere than inside a human female’s vagina is un-
natural: it is a violation of God’s design, contrary to the natural order of
the world as established by God. For this reason alone, on Aquinas’s
view, such activities are immoral, a grave offense to the sagacious plan of
the Almighty.

Sexual intercourse with lower animals (bestiality), sexual activity with
members of one’s own sex (homosexuality), and masturbation, for
Aquinas, are unnatural sexual acts and immoral exactly for that reason.
If they are committed intentionally, according to one’s will, they disrupt
deliberately the natural order of the world as created by God and which
God commanded to be respected.?? In none of these activities is there
any possibility of procreation, and the sexual and other organs are used,
or misused, for purposes other than that for which they were designed.
Although Aquinas does not say so explicitly, but only hints in this direc-
tion, it follows from his philosophy of sexuality that fellatio, even when
engaged in by heterosexuals, is also unnatural and morally wrong. At
least in those cases in which orgasm occurs by means of this act, the
sperm is not being placed where it should be placed and procreation is
therefore not possible.2* If the penis entering the vagina is the paradig-
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matic natural act, then any other combination of anatomical connec-
tions will be unnatural and hence immoral; for example, the penis,
tongue, or fingers entering the anus. Aquinas’s criterion of a sexually
natural act, that it must be procreative in form or potential, and hence
must involve a penis inserted into a vagina, makes no mention of human
psychology. Aquinas’s line of thought yields an anatomical or physiolog-
ical criterion of natural and perverted sexuality that refers only to bod-
ily organs, to where they are, or are not, put in relation to each other,
and what they might accomplish as a result.

Thomas Nagel denies Aquinas’s presupposition that in order to dis-
cover what is natural in human sexuality we should emphasize what is
common sexually between humans and lower animals. Applying this for-
mula, Aquinas concludes that the purpose of sexual activity and the sex-
ual organs in humans is procreation, as it is in the lower animals.
Everything else in Aquinas’s sexual philosophy follows more or less log-
ically from this assumption. Nagel, by contrast, argues that to discover
what is distinctive about natural human sexuality, and hence, deriva-
tively, what is unnatural or perverted for humans, we should focus, in-
stead, on what humans and lower animals do not have in common. We
should emphasize the ways in which humans are different from animals,
the ways in which humans and their sexuality are special. Thus Nagel ar-
gues that sexual perversion in humans should be understood as a psy-
chological phenomenon rather than, as in Aquinas’s treatment, as an
anatomical and physiological phenomenon. For it is human psychology
that makes us different from other animals, and hence an account of
natural human sexuality must acknowledge the uniqueness of human
psychology and its role in sexuality.

Nagel proposes that sexual interactions in which each person re-
sponds with sexual arousal to noticing the sexual arousal of the other
person exhibit the psychology that is natural to human sexuality. In such
an encounter, each person becomes aware of himself or herself and the
other person as both the subject and the object of their joint sexual ex-
periences. I am sexually aroused not only by your physical attractiveness
or your touch, but also by the fact that you are aroused by me and my
touches; we become sexually aroused by recognizing that we are
aroused. Nothing as complex as this occurs among the lower animals.
Perverted sexual encounters are, on Nagel’s view, those in which this
mutual recognition of arousal is absent, and hence in which a person re-
mains fully a subject or fully an object of the sexual interaction. Sexual
perversion, then, is a departure from or a truncation of a psychologically
“complete” pattern of arousal and consciousness.?’> Nothing in Nagel’s
psychological account of the natural and the perverted refers to bodily
organs or physiological processes. That is, for a sexual encounter to be
natural, it need not be procreative in form, as long as the requisite psy-
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chology of mutual recognition is present. Whether a sexual activity is
natural or perverted does not depend, on Nagel’s view, on what organs
are used or where they are put, but only on the character of the psy-
chology of the sexual encounter. Thus Nagel disagrees with Aquinas that
homosexual activities, as a specific type of sexual act, are unnatural, for
homosexual fellatio and anal intercourse can be accompanied by the
mutual recognition of and response to the other person’s sexual arousal.

Itis illuminating to compare what the views of Aquinas and Nagel im-
ply about fetishism, for example, the usually male practice of mastur-
bating while fondling women’s shoes or panties. Aquinas and Nagel
agree that such activities are unnatural, but they disagree about the
grounds of that evaluation. For Aquinas, masturbating while fondling
shoes or undergarments is unnatural because the sperm is not deposited
where it should be, by God’s design, and the act thereby has no procre-
ative potential. For Nagel, masturbatory fetishism is perverted for a dif-
ferent reason: in this activity, there is no possibility of one persons’
noticing and being aroused by the arousal of another person. The
arousal of the fetishist is, from the perspective of natural human psy-
chology, defective. Note, in this example, one more difference between
Aquinas and Nagel: Aquinas would judge the sexual activity of the
fetishist to be immoral precisely because it is unnatural (it violates a nat-
ural pattern established by God), while Nagel would not conclude that
it must be morally wrong—after all, a fetishistic sexual act might be car-
ried out quite harmlessly and be quite pleasurable. The move historically
and socially away from a Thomistic moralistic account of sexual perver-
sion toward a morality-free psychological account such as Nagel’s repre-
sents a more widespread trend: the gradual replacement of moral or
religious judgments, about all sorts of deviant behavior, by medical, le-
gal, psychiatric, or psychological judgments and interventions.?6 But, as
we have seen, even psychiatry has lately been narrowing the extent of the
“perverted.”

A different kind of disagreement with Aquinas is registered by Chris-
tine Gudorf, a Christian theologian who otherwise has much in com-
mon with Aquinas. Gudorf agrees that the study of human anatomy and
physiology yields insights into God’s plan and design, and that human
sexual behavior should conform with God’s creative intentions. Gu-
dorf’s philosophy is, therefore, squarely within the Thomistic Natural
Law tradition. But Gudorf argues that if we take a more careful look at
the anatomy and physiology of the female sexual organs, and especially
the clitoris, instead of focusing exclusively on the male’s penis (which is
what Aquinas did), we can arrive at very different conclusions about
God’s plan and design and, as a result, Christian sexual ethics turns out
to be less restrictive. In particular, Gudorf claims that the female’s cli-
toris is an organ whose only purpose is the production of sexual plea-
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sure and, unlike the mixed or dual functional of the penis, has no con-
nection with procreation. Gudorf concludes that the existence of the
clitoris in the female body suggests that God intended that the purpose
of sexual activity was as much for sexual pleasure for its own sake as it
was for procreation. Therefore, according to Gudorf, pleasurable sex-
ual activity apart from procreation (at least for women) does not violate
God’s design, is not unnatural, and hence is not necessarily morally
wrong, as long as it occurs in the context of a monogamous marriage
(including, even, a homosexual monogamous marriage).?’” Gudorf, it
seems, is advancing a kind of Christian semioptimistic sexual meta-
physics. Today we are not as confident as Aquinas was that God’s plan
and design could be discovered by a straightforward examination of hu-
man and animal bodies; but this healthy skepticism about our ability to
discern God’s intentions from facts of the natural or biological world
would seem to apply to Gudorf’s proposal as well. That the clitoris,
through its ability to provide pleasure, can play a crucial role in sexual-
ity that is eventually procreative, is not obviously false.

Debates in Sexual Ethics

The ethics of sexual behavior, as a branch of applied ethics, is no more
and no less contentious than the ethics of anything else that is usually in-
cluded within the area of applied ethics. Think, for example, of the noto-
rious debates over euthanasia, welfare entitlements, capital punishment,
abortion, environmental pollution, and our treatment of lower animals
for food, clothing, entertainment, and in medical research. So it should
come as no surprise that even though a discussion of sexual ethics might
well result in the removal of some confusions and a clarification of the is-
sues, very few final or absolute answers to questions about the morality of
sexual activity are likely to be forthcoming from the philosophy of sexual-
ity. (Of course, all parties, except maybe the Marquis de Sade, agree that
rape is seriously morally wrong. Yet debates remain even here: what ex-
actly is a case of rape? How can its occurrence be reliably identified? And
most ethical systems conclude that adultery is morally wrong or at least
morally suspect. But, again, what counts as adultery? Is it merely having
lustful thoughts, as claimed by Jesus in Matthew 5:28?) As far as I can tell
by surveying the literature on sexual ethics, there are several major topics
that have received much attention by philosophers of sex and provide are-
nas for continual debate.

We have already encountered one of these debates: the dispute be-
tween a Natural Law approach to sexual morality and a more liberal or
secular outlook that denies that there is a tight connection between what
is unnatural in human sexuality and what is immoral. The secular or lib-



XXXIV Alan Soble

eral philosopher emphasizes the values of autonomous choice, self-
determination, and pleasure in arriving at moral judgments about sex-
ual behavior, in contrast to the Thomistic tradition that justifies a more
restrictive sexual ethics by invoking a divinely imposed scheme to which
human action must conform. For a secular or liberal philosopher of sex-
uality, rape is the paradigmatically morally wrong sexual act, in which
one person forces himself or herself upon another or uses powerful
threats to coerce the other to engage in sexual activity. By contrast, for
the liberal, anything done voluntarily between two or more people is
generally morally permissible. For the secular or liberal philosopher,
then, a sexual act would be immoral only if it were coercive, dishonest,
or manipulative. Natural Law theory would agree, except to add, impor-
tantly, that the sexual act’s merely being unnatural is another, indepen-
dent reason for condemning it morally. Kant, for example, held that
“Onanism . . . is abuse of the sexual faculty. . . . By it man sets aside his
person and degrades himself below the level of animals. . . . Intercourse
between sexus homogenii . . . too is contrary to the ends of humanity.”?®
The sexual liberal, however, usually finds nothing morally wrong or non-
morally bad about either masturbation or homosexual sexual activity.
These activities might be unnatural, and perhaps in some ways pruden-
tially unwise, but in many if not most cases they can be carried out with-
out harm being done either to anyone else or to the participants. But
Natural Law is alive and well today among some philosophers of sex,
even if the details do not precisely match Aquinas’s original version.?

Consent

Another debate is about whether, when there is no harm done to third
parties (that is, nonparticipants), to be concerned about the fact that
two people engage in sexual activity voluntarily, with their own free and
informed consent, is both necessary and sufficient for satisfying the de-
mands of sexual morality. Of course, those in the Natural Law tradition
deny that consent is sufficient, since on their view willingly engaging in
unnatural sexual acts is morally wrong, but they are not alone in reduc-
ing the moral significance of consent. Sexual activity between two per-
sons might be harmful to one or both participants, and a moral
paternalist or perfectionist would claim that it is wrong for one person
to harm another person, or for the latter to allow the former to engage
in this harmful behavior, even when both persons provide free and in-
formed consent to their joint activity. Consent in this case is not suffi-
cient, and as a result some forms of sadomasochistic sexuality turn out to
be morally wrong. The denial of the sufficiency of consent is also fre-
quently asserted by those philosophers who claim that only in a com-
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mitted relationship is sexual activity between two people morally per-
missible. The free and informed consent of both parties may be a nec-
essary condition for the moral goodness of their sexual activity, but in
the absence of some other magical ingredient (love, marriage, devotion,
and the like) their sexual activity remains mere mutual use or objectifi-
cation and hence morally objectionable.

About casual sex, for example, it might be said that two persons are
merely using each other for their own separate sexual pleasure; even
when genuinely consensual, these mutual sexual uses do not yield a vir-
tuous sexual act. Kant and Karol Wojtyta (Pope John Paul II) take this
position: willingly allowing oneself to be used sexually by another person
makes an object of oneself. Hence mutual consent is not sufficient for
the moral rightness of sexual acts. For Kant, sexual activity avoids treat-
ing a person merely as a means only in marriage, since in such a state
both persons have surrendered their bodies and souls to each other.?
For Wojtyta, “only love can preclude the use of one person by another,”
since love is a unification of persons resulting from a mutual gift of their
selves.3! Note, however, that the thought that a unifying love is the in-
gredient that justifies sexual activity (beyond consent) has an interesting
implication: gay and lesbian sexual relations would seem to be permissi-
ble if they occur within homosexual marriages that are loving, commit-
ted, and monogamous. At this point in the argument, defenders of the
view that sexual activity is justifiable only in marriage commonly appeal
to Natural Law to rule out homosexual marriage.

On another view of these matters, the fact that sexual activity is carried
out voluntarily by all persons involved means, assuming that no harm to
third parties exists, that the sexual activity is morally permissible. In de-
fending the sufficiency of consent for the moral goodness of sexual ac-
tivity, Thomas Mappes writes that “respect for persons entails that each
of us recognize the rightful authority of other persons (as rational be-
ings) to conduct their individual lives as they see fit.”32 Allowing the
other person’s consent to control when the other engages in sexual ac-
tivity with me is to respect that person by taking his or her autonomy, his
or her ability to reason and make choices, seriously, while not to allow
the other to make the decision about when to engage in sexual activity
with me is disrespectful (if not also officiously paternalistic). According
to such a view of the power of consent, there can be no moral objection
in principle to casual sexual activity, to sexual activity with strangers, or
to promiscuity, as long as the persons involved in the activity genuinely
agree to engage in their chosen sexual activities.??

Even if Mappes’s free and informed consent criterion of the moral
rightness of sexual activity is correct, we would still have to address sev-
eral difficult questions. How specific must consent be? When one person
agrees vaguely, and in the heat of the sexual moment, with another per-
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son, “yes, let’s have sex,” has the speaker consented to every type of sex-
ual caress or coital position the second person might have in mind? And
how explicit must consent be? Can consent be reliably implied by invol-
untarily behavior (moans, for example), and do nonverbal cues (erec-
tion, lubrication) decisively show that another person has consented to
sex? Some insist that consent must be exceedingly specific as to the sex-
ual acts to be carried out, and some would permit only explicit verbal
consent, denying that body language by itself can do an adequate job of
expressing the participant’s desires and intentions.?*

Another debate concerns the meaning of “voluntary” or “free,” in the
expression “free and informed consent.” Whether consent is only nec-
essary for the moral goodness of sexual activity, or also sufficient, any
principle that relies on consent to make moral distinctions among sex-
ual events presupposes a clear understanding of the “voluntary” aspect
of consent. It is safe to say that participation in sexual activity ought not
to be physically forced upon one person by another. But this obvious
truth leaves matters wide open. The philosopher Onora O’Neill, for ex-
ample, believes that casual sex, much or most of it, is morally wrong be-
cause the consent it involves is not likely to be sufficiently voluntary, in
light of subtle pressures people commonly put on each other to engage
in sexual activity. She argues that, if so, people who engage in casual sex
are merely using each other, not treating each other with respect as per-
sons, in a Kantian sense.?®

One moral ideal is that genuinely voluntary or consensual participa-
tion in sexual activity requires not a hint of coercion or pressure of any
sort. Because engaging in sexual activity can be risky or dangerous in
many ways, physically, psychologically, and metaphysically, we would like
to be sure, according to this moral ideal, that anyone who engages in sex-
ual activity does so with perfectly voluntarily consent. Some philosophers
have argued that this ideal can be realized only when there is substantial
economic and social equality between the persons involved in a given
sexual encounter. For example, a society that exhibits disparities in the
incomes or wealth of its various members is one in which some people
will be exposed to economic coercion. If some groups of people (women
and members of ethnic minorities, in particular) have less economic
and social power than others, members of these groups will be exposed
to sexual coercion in particular, among other kinds. One immediate ap-
plication of this thought is that prostitution, which to many sexual liber-
als is a business bargain made by a provider of sexual services and a client
and is largely characterized by adequately free and informed consent,
may be morally wrong, if the economic situation of the prostitute acts as
a kind of pressure that negates the voluntary nature of his or her partic-
ipation. Further, women with children who are economically dependent
on their husbands may find themselves in the position of having to en-
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gage in sexual activity with their husbands, whether they want to or not,
for fear of being abandoned; these women, too, may not be engaging in
sexual activity fully voluntarily. The woman who allows herself to be
nagged into sex by her husband worries that if she says “no” too often,
she will suffer economically, if not also physically and psychologically.

The view that the presence of any kind of pressure at all is coercive,
negates the voluntary nature of participation in sexual activity, and
hence is morally objectionable has been expressed by, among others,
Charlene Muehlenhard and Jennifer Schrag.3¢ They list—to provide just
two of their examples—*“status coercion” (women are coerced into sex-
ual activity or marriage by a man’s occupation) and “discrimination
against lesbians” (which compels women into having sexual relation-
ships only with men) as forms of coercion that undermine the voluntary
nature of participation by women in sexual activity with men. But de-
pending on the kind of case we have in mind, it might be more accurate
to say either that some pressures are not coercive and do not apprecia-
bly undermine voluntariness, or that some pressures are coercive but are
nevertheless not morally objectionable. Is it always true that the pres-
ence of any kind of pressure put on one person by another amounts to
coercion that negates the voluntary nature of consent, so that subse-
quent sexual activity is morally wrong? I wonder whether a woman who
says to her husband, “buy me that mink coat or you will sleep on the
couch for a month,” is engaging in any objectionable behavior.

Conceptual Analysis

Conceptual philosophy of sexuality is concerned to clarify concepts that
are central in this area of philosophy, including sexual activity and sexual
desire. It also attempts to define less abstract concepts, such as prostitu-
tion, pornography, sexual harassment, and rape. Consider, for example,
the concept sexual activity and how that concept is related to another
central concept, sexual pleasure. One lesson to be learned from the fol-
lowing conceptual exploration is that conceptual philosophy of sex can
be just as contentious as normative philosophy of sexuality, and that, as
a result, firm conceptual conclusions are also hard to come by.
According to a notorious study published in 1999 in the Journal of the
American Medical Association,3” a large percent of undergraduate college
students, about 60 percent, do not think that engaging in oral sex (fel-
latio and cunnilingus) is “having sex.” This finding is at first glance very
surprising, but it is not difficult to comprehend sympathetically. To be
sure, philosophers easily conclude that oral sex is a specific type of sex-
ual activity. But “sexual activity” is a philosopher’s technical concept,
while “having sex” is an ordinary language concept, which usually refers
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primarily to heterosexual intercourse. Thus when Monica Lewinsky told
her confidant Linda Tripp that she did not “have sex” with William Jef-
ferson Clinton, she was not necessarily self-deceived, lying, or pulling a
fast one. She was merely relying on the ordinary language definition or
criterion of “having sex,” which is not identical to the philosopher’s con-
cept of “sexual activity,” does not always include oral sex, and usually re-
quires genital intercourse.

Another conclusion might be drawn from the JAMA survey. Ifhetero-
sexual coitus by and large, or in many cases, produces more pleasure for
the participants than does heterosexual oral sex, or at least in hetero-
sexual intercourse there is greater mutuality of sexual pleasure than in
one-directional heterosexual oral sex, and this is why ordinary thought
and language tend to discount the ontological significance of oral sex,
then perhaps we can use this insight to fashion a philosophical account
of “sexual activity” that is consistent with ordinary thought.

In ordinary thought, whether a sexual act is nonmorally good or bad
is often associated with whether it is judged to be a sexual act at all.
Sometimes we derive little or no pleasure from a sexual act (say, we are
primarily giving pleasure to another person, or we are selling it to the
other person, or what we are doing just doesn’t feel very good), and we
think that even though the other person might have had a sexual expe-
rience, we didn’t. Or the other person did try to provide us with sexual
pleasure but failed miserably, whether from ignorance of technique or
sheer sexual crudity. In such a case it would not be implausible to say
that we did not undergo a sexual experience and so did not engage in a
sexual act. If Ms. Lewinsky’s performing oral sex on President Clinton
was done only for his sake, for his sexual pleasure, and Lewinsky did it
out of consideration for his needs and not hers, then perhaps she did
not herself, after all, engage in a sexual act, even if he did.

Robert Gray is one philosopher who has taken up this line of ordinary
thought and has argued that “sexual activity” should be analyzed in
terms of the production of sexual pleasure. He asserts that “any activity
might become a sexual activity” if sexual pleasure is derived from it, and
“no activity is a sexual activity unless sexual pleasure is derived from it"—
which together assert that the production of sexual pleasure is both nec-
essary and sufficient for an act to be sexual.®® Perhaps Gray is right, since
we tend to think that holding hands is a sexual activity when sexual plea-
sure is produced by doing so, but otherwise holding hands is not (very)
sexual. A handshake is normally not a sexual act, and usually does not
yield sexual pleasure; but two lovers caressing each other’s fingers can be
a sexual act when it produces sexual pleasure for them.

There is another reason for taking seriously the idea that sexual ac-
tivities are exactly those that produce sexual pleasure. What is it about
a sexually perverted activity that makes it sexual? The act is unnatural,
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we might say, because it has no connection with one common purpose
of sexual activity, that is, procreation. But the only thing that would
seem to make the act a sexual perversion is that it does, on a fairly reli-
able basis, nonetheless produce sexual pleasure. Undergarment fetish-
ism is a sexual perversion, and not, say, a “fabric” perversion, because it
involves sexual pleasure. Similarly, what is it about homosexual sexual
activities that makes them sexual? All such acts are nonprocreative, yet
they share something very important in common with procreative het-
erosexual activities: they produce sexual pleasure, and the same sort of
sexual pleasure.

Suppose I were to ask you, “How many sexual partners have you had
during the last five years™ If you were on your toes, you would ask me,
before answering, “What counts as a sexual partner?” (Maybe you are
suspicious of my question because you have already read the essay by
Greta Christina on this topic.)3 At this point I should give you an ade-
quate analysis of “sexual activity,” and tell you to count anyone with
whom you engaged in sexual activity according to the definition I pro-
vide. What I should definitely not do is to tell you to count only those peo-
ple with whom you had a pleasing or satisfactory sexual experience,
forgetting about, and not counting, those partners with whom you had
disappointing, nonmorally bad sex. But if we accept Gray’s analysis of
sexual activity, according to which sexual acts are exactly those and only
those that produce sexual pleasure, I should of course urge you not to
count, over those five years, any person with whom you had a non-
morally bad sexual experience. You will end up reporting to me fewer
sexual partners than you in fact had. (Maybe that will make you feel bet-
ter about yourself.)

The general point is this. If “sexual activity” is logically dependent on
“sexual pleasure,” if sexual pleasure is thereby the criterion of sexual ac-
tivity itself, then sexual pleasure cannot be the gauge of the nonmoral
quality of sexual activities. That is, this analysis of “sexual activity” in
terms of “sexual pleasure” conflates what it is for an act to be a sexual ac-
tivity with what it is for an act to be a nonmorally good sexual activity. On
such an analysis, procreative sexual activities, when the penis is placed
into the vagina, would be sexual activities only when they produce sex-
ual pleasure, and not when they are as boring as a common handshake.
Further, the victim of a rape, who has not experienced nonmorally good
sex, cannot claim that he or she was forced to engage in sexual activity,
even if the act compelled on him or her was penis-vagina or penis-anus
intercourse.

I would prefer to say that the couple who have lost sexual interest in
each other, and who engage in routine sexual activities from which they
derive no pleasure, are still performing a sexual act. But we are forbid-
den, by Gray’s proposed analysis, from saying that they engage in non-
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morally bad sexual activity, for on his view they have not engaged in any
sexual activity at all. Rather, we could say at most that they tried to en-
gage in sexual activity but failed to do so. It may be a sad fact about our
sexual lives that we can engage in sexual activity and not derive any or
much pleasure from it, but that fact should not give us reason for refus-
ing to call these unsatisfactory events “sexual.”
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Chapter 1
ARE WE HAVING SEX NOW OR WHAT?

Greta Christina

hen I first started having sex with other people, I used to like to

count them. I wanted to keep track of how many there had been.
It was a source of some kind of pride, or identity anyway, to know how
many people I’d had sex with in my lifetime. So, in my mind, Len was
number one, Chris was number two, that slimy awful little heavy metal
barbiturate addict whose name I can’t remember was number three, Alan
was number four, and so on. It got to the point where, when I’d start hav-
ing sex with a new person for the first time, when he first entered my body
(I was only having sex with men at the time), what would flash through
my head wouldn’t be “Oh, baby, baby you feel so good inside me,” or
“What the hell am I doing with this creep,” or “This is boring, I wonder
what’s on TV.” What flashed through my head was “Seven!”

Doing this had some interesting results. I'd look for patterns in the
numbers. I had a theory for a while that every fourth lover turned out to
be really great in bed, and would ponder what the cosmic significance of
the phenomenon might be. Sometimes I'd try to determine what kind of
person I was by how many people I'd had sex with. At eighteen, I'’d had
sex with ten different people. Did that make me normal, repressed, a to-
tal slut, a free-spirited bohemian, or what? Not that I compared my num-
bers with anyone else’s—I didn’t. It was my own exclusive structure, a
game I played in the privacy of my own head.

Reprinted by permission of Jeremy P. Tarcher, a division of Penguin Putnam, Inc., from
“Are We Having Sex Now or What?” by Greta Christina, from The Erotic Impulse: Honoring the
Sensual Self, pp. 24-29, edited by David Steinberg. Copyright © 1992, David Steinberg.
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Then the numbers started getting a little larger, as numbers tend to do,
and keeping track became more difficult. I'd remember that the last one
was seventeen and so this one must be eighteen, and then I'd start having
doubts about whether I'd been keeping score accurately or not. I'd lie
awake at night thinking to myself, well, there was Brad, and there was that
guy on my birthday, and there was David and . . . no, wait, I forgot that
guy I got drunk with at the social my first week at college . . . so that’s
seven, eight, nine . .. and by two in the morning I’d finally have it figured
out. But there was always a nagging suspicion that maybe I'd missed some-
one, some dreadful tacky little scumball that I was trying to forget about
having invited inside my body. And as much as I maybe wanted to forget
about the sleazy little scumball, I wanted more to get that number right.

It kept getting harder, though. I began to question what counted as
sex and what didn’t. There was that time with Gene, for instance. I was
pissed off at my boyfriend, David, for cheating on me. It was a major cri-
sis, and Gene and I were friends and he’d been trying to get at me for
weeks and I hadn’t exactly been discouraging him. I went to see him that
night to gripe about David. He was very sympathetic of course, and he
gave me a backrub, and we talked and touched and confided and
hugged, and then we started kissing, and then we snuggled up a little
closer, and then we started fondling each other, you know, and then all
heck broke loose, and we rolled around on the bed groping and rubbing
and grabbing and smooching and pushing and pressing and squeezing.
He never did actually get it in. He wanted to, and I wanted to too, but I
had this thing about being faithful to my boyfriend, so I kept saying, “No,
you can’t do that, Yes, that feels so good, No, wait that’s too much, Yes,
yes, don’t stop, No, stop that’s enough.” We never even got our clothes
off. Jesus Christ, though, it was some night. One of the best, really. But
for along time I didn’t count it as one of the times I'd had sex. He never
got inside, so it didn’t count.

Later, months and years later, when I lay awake putting my list to-
gether, I'd start to wonder: Why doesn’t Gene count? Does he not count
because he never got inside? Or does he not count because I had to pre-
serve my moral edge over David, my status as the patient, ever-faithful,
cheated-on, martyred girlfriend, and if what I did with Gene counts then
I don’t get to feel wounded and superior?

Years later, I did end up fucking Gene and I felt a profound relief be-
cause, at last, he definitely had a number, and I knew for sure that he did
in fact count.

Then I started having sex with women, and, boy, howdy, did that ever
shoot holes in the system. I'd always made my list of sex partners by
defining sex as penile-vaginal intercourse—you know, screwing. It’s a
pretty simple distinction, a straightforward binary system. Did it go in or
didn’t it? Yes or no? One or zero? On or off? Granted, it’s a pretty arbi-
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trary definition, but it’s the customary one, with an ancient and re-
spected tradition behind it, and when I was just screwing men, there was
no compelling reason to question it.

But with women, well, first of all there’s no penis, so right from the
start the tracking system is defective. And then, there are so many ways
women can have sex with each other, touching and licking and grinding
and fingering and fisting—with dildoes or vibrators or vegetables or
whatever happens to be lying around the house, or with nothing at all
except human bodies. Of course, that’s true for sex between women and
men as well. But between women, no one method has a centuries-old tra-
dition of being the one that counts. Even when we do fuck each other
there’s no dick, so you don’t get that feeling of This Is What’s Important,
We Are Now Having Sex, objectively speaking, and all that other stuff is
just foreplay or afterplay. So when I started having sex with women the
binary system had to go, in favor of a more inclusive definition.

Which meant, of course, that my list of how many people I'd had sex
with was completely trashed. In order to maintain it I would have had to
go back and reconstruct the whole thing and include all those people I'd
necked with and gone down on and dry-humped and played touchy-
feely games with. Even the question of who filled the all-important Num-
ber One slot, something I’d never had any doubts about before, would
have to be re-evaluated.

By this time I'd kind of lost interest in the list anyway. Reconstructing
it would be more trouble than it was worth. But the crucial question re-
mained: What counts as having sex with someone?

It was important for me to know. You have to know what qualifies as
sex because when you have sex with someone your relationship changes.
Right? Right? It’s not that sex itself has to change things all that much.
But knowing you’ve had sex, being conscious of a sexual connection,
standing around making polite conversation with someone while think-
ing to yourself, “I've had sex with this person,” that’s what changes
things. Or so I believed. And if having sex with a friend can confuse or
change the friendship, think how bizarre things can get when you’re not
sure whether you’ve had sex with them or not.

The problem was, as I kept doing more kinds of sexual things, the line
between sex and not-sex kept getting more hazy and indistinct. As I
brought more into my sexual experience, things were showing up on the
dividing line demanding my attention. It wasn’t just that the territory I
labeled sex was expanding. The line itself had swollen, dilated, been
transformed into a vast gray region. It had become less like a border and
more like a demilitarized zone.

Which is a strange place to live. Not a bad place, just strange. It’s like
juggling, or watchmaking, or playing the piano—anything that demands
complete concentrated awareness and attention. It feels like cognitive
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dissonance, only pleasant. It feels like waking up from a compelling and
realistic bad dream. It feels like the way you feel when you realize that
everything you know is wrong, and a bloody good thing too, because it
was painful and stupid and it really screwed you up.

But, for me, living in a question naturally leads to searching for an an-
swer. I can’t simply shrug, throw up my hands, and say, “Damned if I
know.” I have to explore the unknown frontiers, even if I don’t bring
back any secret treasure. So even if it’s incomplete or provisional, I do
want to find some sort of definition of what is and isn’t sex.

I know when I'm feeling sexual. I'm feeling sexual if my pussy’s wet, my
nipples are hard, my palms are clammy, my brain is fogged, my skin is
tingly and super-sensitive, my butt muscles clench, my heartbeat speeds
up, I have an orgasm (that’s the real giveaway), and so on. But feeling
sexual with someone isn’t the same as having sex with them. Good Lord,
if I called it sex every time I was attracted to someone who returned the
favor I’d be even more bewildered than I am now. Even being sexual with
someone isn’t the same as having sex with them. I've danced and flirted
with too many people, given and received too many sexy, would-be-
seductive backrubs, to believe otherwise.

I have friends who say, if you thought of it as sex when you were doing
it, then it was. That’s an interesting idea. It’s certainly helped me con-
struct a coherent sexual history without being a revisionist swine: re-
defining my past according to current definitions. But it really just begs
the question. It’s fine to say that sex is whatever I think it is; but then
what do I think it is? What if, when I was doing it, I was wondering whether
it counted?

Perhaps having sex with someone is the conscious, consenting, mutu-
ally acknowledged pursuit of shared sexual pleasure. Not a bad defini-
tion. If you are turning each other on and you say so and you keep doing
it, then it’s sex. It’s broad enough to encompass a lot of sexual behavior
beyond genital contact/orgasm; it’s distinct enough not to include every
instance of sexual awareness or arousal; and it contains the elements I
feel are vital—acknowledgment, consent, reciprocity, and the pursuit of
pleasure. But what about the situation where one person consents to sex
without really enjoying it? Lots of people (myself included) have had
sexual interactions that we didn’t find satisfying or didn’t really want
and, unless they were actually forced on us against our will, I think most
of us would still classify them as sex.

Maybe if both of you (or all of you) think of it as sex, then it’s sex
whether you’'re having fun or not. That clears up the problem of sex
that’s consented to but not wished-for or enjoyed. Unfortunately, it begs
the question again, only worse: now you have to mesh different people’s
vague and inarticulate notions of what is and isn’t sex and find the place
where they overlap. Too messy.
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How about sex as the conscious, consenting, mutually acknowledged
pursuit of sexual pleasure of at least one of the people involved. That’s
better. It has all the key components, and it includes the situation where
one person is doing it for a reason other than sexual pleasure—status,
reassurance, money, the satisfaction and pleasure of someone they love,
etc. But what if neither of you is enjoying it, if you’re both doing it because
you think the other one wants to? Ugh.

I’'m having trouble here. Even the conventional standby—sex equals
intercourse—has a serious flaw: it includes rape, which is something I
emphatically refuse to accept. As far as I'm concerned, if there’s no con-
sent, it ain’t sex. But I feel that’s about the only place in this whole quag-
mire where I have a grip. The longer I think about the subject, the more
questions I come up with. At what point in an encounter does it become
sexual? If an interaction that begins nonsexually turns into sex, was it sex
all along? What about sex with someone who’s asleep? Can you have a
situation where one person is having sex and the other isn’t? It seems
that no matter what definition I come up with, I can think of some real-
life experience that calls it into question.

For instance, a couple of years ago I attended (well, hosted) an all-girl
sex party. Out of the twelve other women there, there were only a few with
whom I got seriously physically nasty. The rest I kissed or hugged or talked
dirty with or just smiled at, or watched while they did seriously physically
nasty things with each other. If we’d been alone, I'd probably say that what
I’d done with most of the women there didn’t count as having sex. But the
experience, which was hot and sweet and silly and very, very special, had
been created by all of us, and although I only really got down with a few, I
felt that I'd been sexual with all of the women there. Now, when I meet
one of the women from that party, I always ask myself: Have we had sex?

For instance, when I was first experimenting with sadomasochism, I
got together with a really hot woman. We were negotiating about what
we were going to do, what would and wouldn’t be ok, and she said she
wasn’t sure she wanted to have sex. Now we’d been explicitly planning
all kinds of fun and games—spanking, bondage, obedience—which I
strongly identified as sexual activity. In her mind, though, sex meant di-
rect genital contact, and she didn’t necessarily want to do that with me.
Playing with her turned out to be a tremendously erotic experience,
arousing and stimulating and almost unbearably satisfying. But we spent
the whole evening without even touching each other’s genitals. And the
fact that our definitions were so different made me wonder: Was it sex?

For instance, I worked for a few months as a nude dancer at a peep
show. In case you’ve never been to a peep show, it works like this: the cus-
tomer goes into a tiny, dingy black box, kind of like a phone booth, puts
in quarters, and a metal plate goes up; the customer looks through a win-
dow at a little room/stage where naked women are dancing. One time,
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a guy came into one of the booths and started watching me and mastur-
bating. I came over and squatted in front of him and started masturbat-
ing too, and we grinned at each other and watched each other and
masturbated, and we both had a fabulous time. (I couldn’t believe I was
being paid to masturbate—tough job, but somebody has to do it . . . .)
After he left I thought to myself: Did we just have sex? I mean, if it had
been someone I knew, and if there had been no glass and no quarters,
there’d be no question in my mind. Sitting two feet apart from someone,
watching each other masturbate? Yup, I'd call that sex all right. But this
was different, because it was a stranger, and because of the glass and the
quarters. Was it sex?
I still don’t have an answer.



Chapter 2

SEXUAL PERVERSION

Thomas Nagel

here is something to be learned about sex from the fact that we pos-

sess a concept of sexual perversion. I wish to examine the idea, de-
fending it against the charge of unintelligibility and trying to say exactly
what about human sexuality qualifies it to admit of perversions. Let me
begin with some general conditions that the concept must meet ifitis to
be viable at all. These can be accepted without assuming any particular
analysis.

First, if there are any sexual perversions, they will have to be sexual de-
sires or practices that are in some sense unnatural, though the explana-
tion of this natural/unnatural distinction is of course the main problem.
Second, certain practices will be perversions if anything is, such as shoe
fetishism, bestiality, and sadism; other practices, such as unadorned sex-
ual intercourse, will not be; about still others there is controversy. Third,
if there are perversions, they will be unnatural sexual inclinations rather
than just unnatural practices adopted not from inclination but for other
reasons. Thus contraception, even if it is thought to be a deliberate per-
version of the sexual and reproductive functions, cannot be significantly
described as a sexual perversion. A sexual perversion must reveal itself in
conduct that expresses an unnatural sexual preference. And although
there might be a form of fetishism focused on the employment of con-
traceptive devices, that is not the usual explanation for their use.

© Cambridge University Press, 1979. Reprinted, with the permission of Thomas Nagel
and Cambridge University Press, from Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions, pp. 39-52. This is
arevised version of the essay that appeared in journal of Philosophy 66:1 (1969), pp. 5-17.
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The connection between sex and reproduction has no bearing on sex-
ual perversion. The latter is a concept of psychological, not physiological,
interest, and it is a concept that we do not apply to the lower animals, let
alone to plants, all of which have reproductive functions that can go
astray in various ways. (Think of seedless oranges.) Insofar as we are pre-
pared to regard higher animals as perverted, it is because of their psy-
chological, not their anatomical, similarity to humans. Furthermore, we
do notregard as a perversion every deviation from the reproductive func-
tion of sex in humans: sterility, miscarriage, contraception, abortion.

Nor can the concept of sexual perversion be defined in terms of social
disapprobation or custom. Consider all the societies that have frowned
upon adultery and fornication. These have not been regarded as unnat-
ural practices, but have been thought objectionable in other ways. What
is regarded as unnatural admittedly varies from culture to culture, but
the classification is not a pure expression of disapproval or distaste. In
factitis often regarded as a ground for disapproval, and that suggests that
the classification has independent content.

I shall offer a psychological account of sexual perversion that depends
on a theory of sexual desire and human sexual interactions. To ap-
proach this solution I shall first consider a contrary position that would
justify skepticism about the existence of any sexual perversions at all, and
perhaps even about the significance of the term. The skeptical argument
runs as follows:

“Sexual desire is simply one of the appetites, like hunger and thirst. As
such it may have various objects, some more common than others per-
haps, but none in any sense ‘natural’. An appetite is identified as sexual by
means of the organs and erogenous zones in which its satisfaction can be
to some extent localized, and the special sensory pleasures which form the
core of that satisfaction. This enables us to recognize widely divergent
goals, activities, and desires as sexual, since it is conceivable in principle
that anything should produce sexual pleasure and that a nondeliberate,
sexually charged desire for it should arise (as a result of conditioning, if
nothing else). We may fail to empathize with some of these desires, and
some of them, like sadism, may be objectionable on extraneous grounds,
but once we have observed that they meet the criteria for being sexual,
there is nothing more to be said on that score. Either they are sexual or
they are not: sexuality does not admit of imperfection, or perversion, or
any other such qualification—it is not that sort of affection.”

This is probably the received radical position. It suggests that the cost
of defending a psychological account may be to deny that sexual desire is
an appetite. But insofar as that line of defense is plausible, it should make
us suspicious of the simple picture of appetites on which the skepticism
depends. Perhaps the standard appetites, like hunger, cannot be classed
as pure appetites in that sense either, at least in their human versions.
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Can we imagine anything that would qualify as a gastronomical per-
version? Hunger and eating, like sex, serve a biological function and also
play a significant role in our inner lives. Note that there is little tempta-
tion to describe as perverted an appetite for substances that are not
nourishing: we should probably not consider someone’s appetite per-
verted if he liked to eat paper, sand, wood, or cotton. Those are merely
rather odd and very unhealthy tastes: they lack the psychological com-
plexity that we expect of perversions. (Coprophilia, being already a sex-
ual perversion, may be disregarded.) If on the other hand someone
liked to eat cookbooks, or magazines with pictures of food in them, and
preferred these to ordinary food—or if when hungry he sought satisfac-
tion by fondling a napkin or ashtray from his favorite restaurant—then
the concept of perversion might seem appropriate (it would be natural
to call it gastronomical fetishism). It would be natural to describe as gas-
tronomically perverted someone who could eat only by having food
forced down his throat through a funnel, or only if the meal were a liv-
ing animal. What helps is the peculiarity of the desire itself, rather than
the inappropriateness of its object to the biological function that the de-
sire serves. Even an appetite can have perversions if in addition to its bi-
ological function it has a significant psychological structure.

In the case of hunger, psychological complexity is provided by the ac-
tivities that give it expression. Hunger is not merely a disturbing sensa-
tion that can be quelled by eating; it is an attitude toward edible portions
of the external world, a desire to treat them in rather special ways. The
method of ingestion: chewing, savoring, swallowing, appreciating the
texture and smell, all are important components of the relation, as is the
passivity and controllability of the food (the only animals we eat live are
helpless mollusks). Our relation to food depends also on our size: we do
not live upon it or burrow into it like aphids or worms. Some of these fea-
tures are more central than others, but an adequate phenomenology of
eating would have to treat it as a relation to the external world and a way
of appropriating bits of that world, with characteristic affection. Dis-
placements or serious restrictions of the desire to eat could then be de-
scribed as perversions, if they undermined that direct relation between
man and food which is the natural expression of hunger. This explains
why it is easy to imagine gastronomical fetishism, voyeurism, exhibition-
ism, or even gastronomical sadism and masochism. Some of these per-
versions are fairly common.

If we can imagine perversions of an appetite like hunger, it should be
possible to make sense of the concept of sexual perversion. I do not wish
to imply that sexual desire is an appetite—only that being an appetite is
no bar to admitting of perversions. Like hunger, sexual desire has as its
characteristic object a certain relation with something in the external
world; only in this case it is usually a person rather than an omelet, and
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the relation is considerably more complicated. This added complication
allows scope for correspondingly complicated perversions.

The fact that sexual desire is a feeling about other persons may en-
courage a pious view of its psychological content—that it is properly the
expression of some other attitude, like love, and that when it occurs by
itself it is incomplete or subhuman. (The extreme Platonic version of
such a view is that sexual practices are all vain attempts to express some-
thing they cannot in principle achieve: this makes them all perversions,
in a sense.) But sexual desire is complicated enough without having to
be linked to anything else as a condition for phenomenological analysis.
Sex may serve various functions—economic, social, altruistic—but it also
has its own content as a relation between persons.

The object of sexual attraction is a particular individual, who tran-
scends the properties that make him attractive. When different persons
are attracted to a single person for different reasons—eyes, hair, figure,
laugh, intelligence—we nevertheless feel that the object of their desire
is the same. There is even an inclination to feel that this is so if the lovers
have different sexual aims, if they include both men and women, for ex-
ample. Different specific attractive characteristics seem to provide en-
abling conditions for the operation of a single basic feeling, and the
different aims all provide expressions of it. We approach the sexual atti-
tude toward the person through the features that we find attractive, but
these features are not the objects of that attitude.

This is very different from the case of an omelet. Various people may
desire it for different reasons, one for its fluffiness, another for its mush-
rooms, another for its unique combination of aroma and visual aspect;
yet we do not enshrine the transcendental omelet as the true common
object of their affections. Instead we might say that several desires have
accidentally converged on the same object: any omelet with the crucial
characteristics would do as well. It is not similarly true that any person
with the same flesh distribution and way of smoking can be substituted
as object for a particular sexual desire that has been elicited by those
characteristics. It may be that they recur, but it will be a new sexual at-
traction with a new particular object, not merely a transfer of the old de-
sire to someone else. (This is true even in cases where the new object is
unconsciously identified with a former one.)

The importance of this point will emerge when we see how complex a
psychological interchange constitutes the natural development of sexual
attraction. This would be incomprehensible if its object were not a par-
ticular person, but rather a person of a certain kind. Attraction is only the
beginning, and fulfillment does not consist merely of behavior and con-
tact expressing this attraction, but involves much more.

The best discussion of these matters that I have seen appears in part
11l of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness.! Sartre’s treatment of sexual desire
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and of love, hate, sadism, masochism, and further attitudes toward oth-
ers, depends on a general theory of consciousness and the body which
we can neither expound nor assume here. He does not discuss perver-
sion, and this is partly because he regards sexual desire as one form of
the perpetual attempt of an embodied consciousness to come to terms
with the existence of others, an attempt that is as doomed to fail in this
form as it is in any of the others, which include sadism and masochism
(if not certain of the more impersonal deviations) as well as several
nonsexual attitudes. According to Sartre, all attempts to incorporate
the other into my world as another subject, i.e. to apprehend him at
once as an object for me and as a subject for whom I am an object, are
unstable and doomed to collapse into one or other of the two aspects.
Either I reduce him entirely to an object, in which case his subjectivity
escapes the possession or appropriation I can extend to that object; or
I become merely an object for him, in which case I am no longer in a
position to appropriate his subjectivity. Moreover, neither of these as-
pects is stable; each is continually in danger of giving way to the other.
This has the consequence that there can be no such thing as a success-
Jful sexual relation, since the deep aim of sexual desire cannot in prin-
ciple be accomplished. It seems likely, therefore, that the view will not
permit a basic distinction between successful or complete and unsuc-
cessful or incomplete sex, and therefore cannot admit the concept of
perversion.

I do not adopt this aspect of the theory, nor many of its metaphysical
underpinnings. What interests me is Sartre’s picture of the attempt. He
says that the type of possession that is the object of sexual desire is car-
ried out by “a double reciprocal incarnation” and that this is accom-
plished, typically in the form of a caress, in the following way: “I make
myself flesh in order to impel the Other to realize for herselfand for meher
own flesh, and my caresses cause my flesh to be born for me in so far as
it is for the Other flesh causing her to be born as flesh” (Being and Nothing-
ness, p. 391; Sartre’s italics). This incarnation in question is described
variously as a clogging or troubling of consciousness, which is inundated
by the flesh in which it is embodied.

The view I am going to suggest, I hope in less obscure language, is re-
lated to this one, but it differs from Sartre’s in allowing sexuality to
achieve its goal on occasion and thus in providing the concept of per-
version with a foothold.

Sexual desire involves a kind of perception, but not merely a single
perception of its object, for in the paradigm case of mutual desire
there is a complex system of superimposed mutual perceptions—not
only perceptions of the sexual object, but perceptions of oneself.
Moreover, sexual awareness of another involves considerable self-
awareness to begin with—more than is involved in ordinary sensory
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perception. The experience is felt as an assault on oneself by the view
(or touch, or whatever) of the sexual object.

Let us consider a case in which the elements can be separated. For
clarity we will restrict ourselves initially to the somewhat artificial case of
desire at a distance. Suppose a man and a woman, whom we may call
Romeo and Juliet, are at opposite ends of a cocktail lounge, with many
mirrors on the walls which permit unobserved observation, and even
mutual unobserved observation. Each of them is sipping a martini and
studying other people in the mirrors. At some point Romeo notices
Juliet. He is moved, somehow, by the softness of her hair and the diffi-
dence with which she sips her martini, and this arouses him sexually. Let
us say that X senses Y whenever X regards Y with sexual desire. (Y need
not be a person, and X’s apprehension of Y can be visual, tactile, olfac-
tory, etc., or purely imaginary; in the present example we shall concen-
trate on vision). So Romeo senses Juliet, rather than merely noticing
her. At this stage he is aroused by an unaroused object, so he is more in
the sexual grip of his body than she of hers.

Let us suppose, however, that Juliet now senses Romeo in another mir-
ror on the opposite wall, though neither of them yet knows that he is
seen by the other (the mirror angles provide three-quarter views).
Romeo then begins to notice in Juliet the subtle signs of sexual arousal,
heavy-lidded stare, dilating pupils, faint flush, etc. This of course inten-
sifies her bodily presence, and he not only notices but senses this as well.
His arousal is nevertheless still solitary. But now, cleverly calculating the
line of her stare without actually looking her in the eyes, he realizes that
itis directed at him through the mirror on the opposite wall. That is, he
notices, and moreover senses, Juliet sensing him. This is definitely a new
development, for it gives him a sense of embodiment not only through
his own reactions but through the eyes and reactions of another. More-
over, it is separable from the initial sensing of Juliet; for sexual arousal
might begin with a person’s sensing that he is sensed and being assailed
by the perception of the other person’s desire rather than merely by the
perception of the person.

But there is a further step. Let us suppose that Juliet, who is a little
slower than Romeo, now senses that he senses her. This puts Romeo in
a position to notice, and be aroused by, her arousal at being sensed by
him. He senses that she senses that he senses her. This is still another
level of arousal, for he becomes conscious of his sexuality through his
awareness of its effect on her and of her awareness that this effect is due
to him. Once she takes the same step and senses that he senses her sens-
ing him, it becomes difficult to state, let alone imagine, further itera-
tions, though they may be logically distinct. If both are alone, they will
presumably turn to look at each other directly, and the proceedings will
continue on another plane. Physical contact and intercourse are natural
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extensions of this complicated visual exchange, and mutual touch can
involve all the complexities of awareness present in the visual case, but
with a far greater range of subtlety and acuteness.

Ordinarily, of course, things happen in a less orderly fashion—some-
times in a great rush—but I believe that some version of this overlapping
system of distinct sexual perceptions and interactions is the basic frame-
work of any full-fledged sexual relation and that relations involving only
part of the complex are significantly incomplete. The account is only
schematic, as it must be to achieve generality. Every real sexual act will
be psychologically far more specific and detailed, in ways that depend
not only on the physical techniques employed and on anatomical de-
tails, but also on countless features of the participants’ conceptions of
themselves and of each other, which become embodied in the act. (Itis
a familiar enough fact, for example, that people often take their social
roles and the social roles of their partners to bed with them.)

The general schema is important, however, and the proliferation of
levels of mutual awareness it involves is an example of a type of com-
plexity that typifies human interactions. Consider aggression, for exam-
ple. If I am angry with someone, I want to make him feel it, either to
produce self-reproach by getting him to see himself through the eyes of
my anger, and to dislike what he sees—or else to produce reciprocal
anger or fear, by getting him to perceive my anger as a threat or attack.
What I want will depend on the details of my anger, but in either case it
will involve a desire that the object of that anger be aroused. This ac-
complishment constitutes the fulfillment of my emotion, through dom-
ination of the object’s feelings.

Another example of such reflexive mutual recognition is to be found
in the phenomenon of meaning, which appears to involve an intention
to produce a belief or other effect in another by bringing about his
recognition of one’s intention to produce that effect. (That result is due
to H. P. Grice,? whose position I shall not attempt to reproduce in de-
tail.) Sex has a related structure: it involves a desire that one’s partner be
aroused by the recognition of one’s desire that he or she be aroused.

It is not easy to define the basic types of awareness and arousal of
which these complexes are composed, and that remains a lacuna in this
discussion. In a sense, the object of awareness is the same in one’s own
case as itisin one’s sexual awareness of another, although the two aware-
nesses will not be the same, the difference being as great as that between
feeling angry and experiencing the anger of another. All stages of sexual
perception are varieties of identification of a person with his body. What
is perceived is one’s own or another’s subjection to or immersion in his
body, a phenomenon which has been recognized with loathing by St.
Paul and St. Augustine, both of whom regarded “the law of sin which is
in my members” as a grave threat to the dominion of the holy will.? In
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sexual desire and its expression the blending of involuntary response
with deliberate control is extremely important. For Augustine, the revo-
lution launched against him by his body is symbolized by erection and
the other involuntary physical components of arousal. Sartre too stresses
the fact that the penis is not a prehensile organ. But mere involuntari-
ness characterizes other bodily processes as well. In sexual desire the in-
voluntary responses are combined with submission to spontaneous
impulses: not only one’s pulse and secretions but one’s actions are taken
over by the body; ideally, deliberate control is needed only to guide the
expression of those impulses. This is to some extent also true of an ap-
petite like hunger, but the takeover there is more localized, less perva-
sive, less extreme. One’s whole body does not become saturated with
hunger as it can with desire. But the most characteristic feature of a
specifically sexual immersion in the body is its ability to fit into the com-
plex of mutual perceptions that we have described. Hunger leads to
spontaneous interactions with food; sexual desire leads to spontaneous
interactions with other persons, whose bodies are asserting their sover-
eignty in the same way, producing involuntary reactions and sponta-
neous impulses in them. These reactions are perceived, and the
perception of them is perceived, and that perception is in turn per-
ceived; at each step the domination of the person by his body is rein-
forced, and the sexual partner becomes more possessible by physical
contact, penetration, and envelopment.

Desire is therefore not merely the perception of a pre-existing em-
bodiment of the other, but ideally a contribution to his further embod-
iment which in turn enhances the original subject’s sense of himself.
This explains why it is important that the partner be aroused, and not
merely aroused, but aroused by the awareness of one’s desire. It also ex-
plains the sense in which desire has unity and possession as its object:
physical possession must eventuate in creation of the sexual objectin the
image of one’s desire, and not merely in the object’s recognition of that
desire, or in his or her own private arousal.

Even if this is a correct model of the adult sexual capacity, it is not
plausible to describe as perverted every deviation from it. For example,
if the partners in heterosexual intercourse indulge in private heterosex-
ual fantasies, thus avoiding recognition of the real partner, that would,
on this model, constitute a defective sexual relation. It is not, however,
generally regarded as a perversion. Such examples suggest that a simple
dichotomy between perverted and unperverted sex is too crude to orga-
nize the phenomena adequately.

Still, various familiar deviations constitute truncated or incomplete ver-
sions of the complete configuration, and may be regarded as perversions
of the central impulse. If sexual desire is prevented from taking its full in-
terpersonal form, it is likely to find a different one. The concept of per-
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version implies that a normal sexual development has been turned aside
by distorting influences. I have little to say about this causal condition.
But if perversions are in some sense unnatural, they must result from in-
terference with the development of a capacity that is there potentially.

It is difficult to apply this condition, because environmental factors
play a role in determining the precise form of anyone’s sexual impulse.
Early experiences in particular seem to determine the choice of a sexual
object. To describe some causal influences as distorting and others as
merely formative is to imply that certain general aspects of human sexu-
ality realize a definite potential whereas many of the details in which
people differ realize an indeterminate potential, so that they cannot be
called more or less natural. What is included in the definite potential is
therefore very important, although the distinction between definite and
indeterminate potential is obscure. Obviously a creature incapable of
developing the levels of interpersonal sexual awareness I have described
could not be deviant in virtue of the failure to do so. (Though even a
chicken might be called perverted in an extended sense if it had been
conditioned to develop a fetishistic attachment to a telephone.) But if
humans will tend to develop some version of reciprocal interpersonal
sexual awareness unless prevented, then cases of blockage can be called
unnatural or perverted.

Some familiar deviations can be described in this way. Narcissistic
practices and intercourse with animals, infants, and inanimate objects
seem to be stuck at some primitive version of the first stage of sexual feel-
ing. If the object is not alive, the experience is reduced entirely to an
awareness of one’s own sexual embodiment. Small children and animals
permit awareness of the embodiment of the other, but present obstacles
to reciprocity, to the recognition by the sexual object of the subject’s de-
sire as the source of his (the object’s) sexual self-awareness. Voyeurism
and exhibitionism are also incomplete relations. The exhibitionist
wishes to display his desire without needing to be desired in return; he
may even fear the sexual attention of others. A voyeur, on the other
hand, need not require any recognition by his object at all: certainly not
a recognition of the voyeur’s arousal.

On the other hand, if we apply our model to the various forms that
may be taken by two-party heterosexual intercourse, none of them seem
clearly to qualify as perversions. Hardly anyone can be found these days
to inveigh against oral-genital contact, and the merits of buggery are
urged by such respectable figures as D. H. Lawrence and Norman
Mailer. In general, it would appear that any bodily contact between a
man and a woman that gives them sexual pleasure is a possible vehicle
for the system of multi-level interpersonal awareness that I have claimed
is the basic psychological content of sexual interaction. Thus a liberal
platitude about sex is upheld.
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The really difficult cases are sadism, masochism, and homosexuality.
The first two are widely regarded as perversions and the last is contro-
versial. In all three cases the issue depends partly on causal factors: do
these dispositions result only when normal development has been pre-
vented? Even the form in which this question has been posed is circular,
because of the word ‘normal’. We appear to need an independent crite-
rion for a distorting influence, and we do not have one.

It may be possible to class sadism and masochism as perversions be-
cause they fall short of interpersonal reciprocity. Sadism concentrates
on the evocation of passive self-awareness in others, but the sadist’s en-
gagement is itself active and requires a retention of deliberate control
which may impede awareness of himself as a bodily subject of passion in
the required sense. De Sade claimed that the object of sexual desire was
to evoke involuntary responses from one’s partner, especially audible
ones. The infliction of pain is no doubt the most efficient way to accom-
plish this, but it requires a certain abrogation of one’s own exposed
spontaneity. A masochist on the other hand imposes the same disability
on his partner as the sadist imposes on himself. The masochist cannot
find a satisfactory embodiment as the object of another’s sexual desire,
but only as the object of his control. He is passive not in relation to his
partner’s passion but in relation to his nonpassive agency. In addition,
the subjection to one’s body characteristic of pain and physical restraint
is of a very different kind from that of sexual excitement: pain causes
people to contract rather than dissolve. These descriptions may not
be generally accurate. But to the extent that they are, sadism and maso-
chism would be disorders of the second stage of awareness—the aware-
ness of oneself as an object of desire.

Homosexuality cannot similarly be classed as a perversion on phe-
nomenological grounds. Nothing rules out the full range of interper-
sonal perceptions between persons of the same sex. The issue then
depends on whether homosexuality is produced by distorting influences
that block or displace a natural tendency to heterosexual development.
And the influences must be more distorting than those which lead to a
taste for large breasts or fair hair or dark eyes. These also are contingen-
cies of sexual preference in which people differ, without being perverted.

The question is whether heterosexuality is the natural expression of
male and female sexual dispositions that have not been distorted. It is an
unclear question, and I do not know how to approach it. There is much
support for an aggressive—passive distinction between male and female
sexuality. In our culture the male’s arousal tends to initiate the percep-
tual exchange, he usually makes the sexual approach, largely controls
the course of the act, and of course penetrates whereas the woman re-
ceives. When two men or two women engage in intercourse they cannot
both adhere to these sexual roles. But a good deal of deviation from
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them occurs in heterosexual intercourse. Women can be sexually ag-
gressive and men passive, and temporary reversals of role are not un-
common in heterosexual exchanges of reasonable length. For these
reasons it seems to be doubtful that homosexuality must be a perversion,
though like heterosexuality it has perverted forms.

Let me close with some remarks about the relation of perversion to
good, bad, and morality. The concept of perversion can hardly fail to be
evaluative in some sense, for it appears to involve the notion of an ideal or
at least adequate sexuality which the perversions in some way fail to
achieve. So, if the concept is viable, the judgment that a person or prac-
tice or desire is perverted will constitute a sexual evaluation, implying that
better sex, or a better specimen of sex, is possible. This in itself is a very
weak claim, since the evaluation might be in a dimension that is of little
interest to us. (Though, if my account is correct, that will not be true.)

Whether it is a moral evaluation, however, is another question en-
tirely—one whose answer would require more understanding of both
morality and perversion than can be deployed here. Moral evaluation of
acts and of persons is a rather special and very complicated matter, and
by no means all our evaluations of persons and their activities are moral
evaluations. We make judgments about people’s beauty or health or in-
telligence which are evaluative without being moral. Assessments of
their sexuality may be similar in that respect.

Furthermore, moral issues aside, it is not clear that unperverted sex is
necessarily preferable to the perversions. It may be that sex which receives
the highest marks for perfection as sex is less enjoyable than certain per-
versions; and if enjoyment is considered very important, that might out-
weigh considerations of sexual perfection in determining rational
preference.

That raises the question of the relation between the evaluative content
of judgments of perversion and the rather common general distinction
between good and bad sex. The latter distinction is usually confined to
sexual acts, and it would seem, within limits, to cut across the other: even
someone who believed, for example, that homosexuality was a perver-
sion could admit a distinction between better and worse homosexual
sex, and might even allow that good homosexual sex could be better sex
than not very good unperverted sex. If this is correct, it supports the po-
sition that, if judgments of perversion are viable at all, they represent
only one aspect of the possible evaluation of sex, even qua sex. Moreover
it is not the only important aspect: sexual deficiencies that evidently do
not constitute perversions can be the object of great concern.

Finally, even if perverted sex is to that extent not so good as it might
be, bad sex is generally better than none at all. This should not be con-
troversial: it seems to hold for other important matters, like food, music,
literature, and society. In the end, one must choose from among the
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available alternatives, whether their availability depends on the environ-
ment or on one’s own constitution. And the alternatives have to be fairly
grim before it becomes rational to opt for nothing.

Notes

1. L’Etre et le Néant (Paris: Gallimand, 1943), translated by Hazel E. Barnes
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1956).

2. ‘Meaning’, Philosophical Review, LXVI, no. 3 (July, 1957), 377-88.

3. See Romans, VII, 23; and the Confessions, bk VIII, pt v.



Chapter 3
SEXUAL PARADIGMS

Robert Solomon

tis a cocktail lounge, well-lit and mirrored, not a bar, martinis and not

beer, two strangers—a furtive glance from him, shy recognition from
her. It is 1950’s American high comedy; boy arouses girl, both are led
through ninety minutes of misunderstandings of identity and intention,
and, finally, by the end of the popcorn, boy kisses girl with a clean-cut
fade-out or panned clip of a postcard horizon. It is one of the dangers of
conceptual analysis that the philosopher’s choice of paradigms betrays a
personal bias, but it is an exceptional danger of sexual conceptual analy-
sis that one’s choice of paradigms also betrays one’s private fantasies and
personal obsessions.! No doubt that is why, despite their extraprofes-
sional interest in the subject, most philosophers would rather write
about indirect discourse than intercourse, the philosophy of mind
rather than the philosophy of body.

In Tom Nagel’s pioneering effort? there are too many recognizable
symptoms of liberal American sexual mythology. His analysis is cautious
and competent, but absolutely sexless. His Romeo and Juliet exemplify
at most a romanticized version of the initial phases of (hetero)-sexual at-
traction in a casual and innocent pickup. They “arouse” each other, but
there is no indication to what end. They “incarnate each other as flesh,”
in Sartre’s awkward but precise terminology, but Nagel gives us no clue
as to why they should indulge in such a peculiar activity. Presumably a
pair of dermatologists or fashion models might have a similar effect on

Reprinted, with the permission of Robert Solomon and the jJournal of Philosophy, from
Jowrnal of Philosophy 71:11 (1974), pp. 336-45.
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each other, but without the slightest hint of sexual intention. What
makes this situation paradigmatically sexual? We may assume, as we
would in a Doris Day comedy, that the object of this protracted arousal
is sexual intercourse, but we are not told this. Sexuality without content.
Liberal sexual mythology takes this Hollywood element of “leave it to the
imagination” as its starting point and adds the equally inexplicit sugges-
tion that whatever activities two consenting adults choose as the object
of their arousal and its gratification is “their business.” In a society with
such secrets, pornography is bound to serve a radical end as a vulgar
valve of reality. In a philosophical analysis that stops short of the very
matter investigated, a bit of perverseness may be necessary just in order
to refocus the question.

Sexual desire is distinguished, like all desires, by its aims and objects.
What are these peculiarly sexual aims and objects? Notice that Nagel em-
ploys a fairly standard “paradigm case argument” in his analysis; he be-
gins,

... certain practices will be perversions if anything is, such as shoe fetishism,
bestiality, and sadism; other practices, such as unadorned sexual inter-
course, will not be. (9)

So we can assume that the end of Romeo and Juliet’s tryst will be inter-
course—we do not know whether “adorned” or not. But what is it that
makes intercourse the paradigm of sexual activity—its biological role in
conception, its heterosexuality, its convenience for mutual orgasm?
Would Nagel’s drama still serve as a sexual paradigm if Juliet turns out to
be a virgin, or if Romeo and Juliet find that they are complementarily
sado-masochistic, if Romeo is in drag, if they are both knee-fetishists? Why
does Nagel choose two strangers? Why not, as in the days of sexual moral-
ism, a happily married couple enjoying their seventh anniversary? Or is
not the essence of sex, as Sartre so brutally argues, Romeo and Juliet’s
mutual attempts to possess each other, with each’s own enjoyment only a
secondary and essentially distracting effect? Are we expected to presume
the most prominent paradigm, at least since Freud, the lusty ejaculation
of Romeo into the submissive, if not passive, Juliet? Suppose Juliet is in
fact a prostitute, skillfully mocking the signs of innocent arousal: is this a
breach of the paradigm, or might not such subsequent “unadorned” in-
tercourse be just the model that Nagel claims to defend?

To what end does Romeo arouse Juliet? And to what end does Juliet
become affected and in turn excite Romeo? In this exemplary instance,
I would think that “unadorned” intercourse would be perverse, or
at least distasteful, in the extreme. It would be different, however, if
the paradigm were our seven-year married couple, for in such cases
“adorned” intercourse might well be something of a rarity. In homosex-
ual encounters, in the frenzy of adolescent virginal petting, in cases in
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which intercourse is restricted for temporary medical or political rea-
sons, arousal may be no different, even though intercourse cannot be
the end. And itis only in the crudest cases of physiological need that the
desire for intercourse is the sole or even the leading component in the
convoluted motivation of sexuality. A nineteen-year-old sailor back after
having discussed nothing but sex on a three-month cruise may be so
aroused, but that surely is not the nature of Juliet’s arousal. Romeo may
remind her of her father, or of her favorite philosophy professor, and he
may inspire respect, or fear, or curiosity. He may simply arouse self-
consciousness or embarrassment. Any of these attitudes may be domi-
nant, but none is particularly sexual.

Sexuality has an essential bodily dimension, and this might well be de-
scribed as the “incarnation” or “submersion” of a person into his body.
The end of this desire is interpersonal communication; but where Sartre
gives a complex theory of the nature of this communication, Nagel gives
us only an empty notion of “multi-level interpersonal awareness.” Pre-
sumably the mutual arousal that is the means to this awareness is enjoy-
able in itself. But it is important that Nagel resists the current (W.)
Reichian-American fetish for the wonders of the genital orgasm, for he
does not leap to the facile conclusion that the aim of sexual activity is
mutual or at least personal orgasm. It is here that Nagel opens a breach
with liberal sexual mythology, one that might at first appear absurd be-
cause of his total neglect of the role of the genitalia and orgasm in sex-
uality. But we have an overgenitalized conception of sexuality, and, if
sexual satisfaction involves and even requires orgasm, it does not follow
that orgasm is the goal of the convoluted sexual games we play with each
other. Orgasm is the “end” of sexual activity, perhaps, but only in the
sense that swallowing is the “end” of tasting a Viennese torte.

There was a time, and it was not long ago and may come soon again,
when sexuality required defending. It had to be argued that we had a
right to sex, not for any purpose other than our personal enjoyment. But
that defense has turned stale, and sexual deprivation is no longer our
problem. The “swollen bladder” model of repressed sexuality may have
been convincing in sex-scared bourgeois Vienna of 1905, but not today,
where the problem is not sexual deprivation but sexual dissatisfaction.
The fetishism of the orgasm, now shared by women as well as men,
threatens our sex lives with becoming antipersonal and mechanical, anx-
iety-filled athletic arenas with mutual multiple orgasm its goal. Behind
much of this unhappiness and anxiety, ironically, stands the liberal de-
fense of sexuality as enjoyment. It is one of the virtues of Nagel’s essay
that he begins to overcome this oppressive liberal mythology. But at the
same time he relies upon it for his support and becomes trapped in it,
and the result is an account which displays the emptiness we have
pointed out and the final note of despair with which he ends his essay.
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Liberal sexual mythology appears to stand upon a tripod of mutually
supporting platitudes: (1) and foremost, that the essential aim (and
even the sole aim) of sex is enjoyment; (2) that sexual activity is and
ought to be essentially private activity; and (3) that any sexual activity is
as valid as any other. The first platitude was once a radical proposition,
areaction to the conservative and pious belief that sexual activity was ac-
tivity whose end was reproduction, the serving of God’s will or natural
law. Kant, for example, always good for a shocking opinion in the realm
of normative ethics, suggests that sexual lust is an appetite with an end
intended by nature, and that any sexual activity contrary to that end is
“unnatural and revolting,” by which one “makes himself an object of
abomination and stands bereft of all reverence of any kind.”? It was Sig-
mund Freud who destroyed this long-standing paradigm, in identifying
sexuality as “discharge of tension” (physical and psychological), which
he simply equated with “pleasure,” regardless of the areas of the body or
what activities or how many people happened to be involved. Sex was
thus defined as self-serving, activity for its own sake, with pleasure as its
only principle. If Freud is now accused of sexual conservatism, it is nec-
essary to remind ourselves that he introduced the radical paradigm that
is now used against him. Since Freud’s classic efforts, the conception of
sexuality as a means to other ends, whether procreation or pious love,
has become bankrupt in terms of the currency of opinion. Even radical
sexual ideology has confined its critique to the social and political abuses
of this liberal platitude without openly rejecting it.

The second platitude is a hold-over from more conservative days, in
which sexual activity, like defecation, menstruation, and the bodily re-
actions to illness, was considered distasteful, if not shameful and to be
hidden from view. Yet this conservative platitude is as essential as the
first, for the typically utilitarian argument in defense of sexuality as en-
joyment is based on the idea that sex is private activity and, when con-
fined to “consenting adults,” should be left as a matter of taste. And sex
is, we are reminded by liberals, a natural appetite, and therefore a mat-
ter of taste.

The platitude of privacy also bolsters the third principle, still consid-
ered a radical principle by many, that any sexual activity is as valid as any
other. Again, the utilitarian argument prevails, that private and mutually
consented activity between adults, no matter how distasteful it might be
to others and no matter how we may think its enthusiasts to be depraved,
is “their own business.”

Nagel’s analysis calls this tri-part ideology to his side, although he
clearly attempts to go beyond it as well. The platitude of enjoyment func-
tions only loosely in his essay, and at one point he makes it clear that sex-
uality need not aim at enjoyment. (“It may be that . . . perfection as sex
is less enjoyable than certain perversions; and if enjoyment is considered
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very important, that might outweigh considerations of sexual perfection
in determining rational preference” (19). His central notion of
“arousal,” however, is equivocal. On the one hand, arousal is itself not
necessarily enjoyable, particularly if it fails to be accompanied with ex-
pectations of release. But on the other hand, Nagel’s “arousal” plays pre-
cisely the same role in his analysis that “tension” (or “cathexis”) plays in
Freud, and though the arousal itself is not enjoyable, its release is, and
the impression we get from Nagel, which Freud makes explicit, is that
sexual activity is the intentional arousal both of self and other in order
to enjoy its release. On this interpretation, Nagel’s analysis is perfectly in
line with post-Freudian liberal theory.

Regarding the second platitude, Nagel’s analysis does not mention it,
but rather it appears to be presupposed throughout that sexuality is a
private affair. One might repeat that the notion of privacy is more symp-
tomatic of his analysis itself. One cannot imagine J. L. Austin spending a
dozen pages describing the intentions and inclinations involved in a
public performance of making a promise or christening a ship without
mentioning the performance itself. Yet Nagel spends that much space
giving us the preliminaries of sexuality without ever quite breaching the
private sector in which sexual activity is to be found.

The third platitude emerges only slowly in Nagel’s essay. He begins by
chastising an approach to that same conclusion by a radical “skeptic,”
who argues of sexual desires, as “appetites,”

Either they are sexual or they are not: sexuality does not admit of imper-
fection, or perversion, or any other such qualification. (10)

Nagel’s analysis goes beyond this “skepticism” in important ways, yet he
does conclude that “any bodily contact between a man and a woman
that gives them sexual pleasure [italics mine] is a possible vehicle for the
system of multi-level interpersonal awareness that I have claimed is the
basic psychological content of sexual interaction” (17). Here the first
platitude is partially employed to support the third, presumably with
the second implied. Notice again that Nagel has given us no indication
what distinguishes “sexual pleasure” from other pleasures, whether
bodily pleasures or the enjoyment of conquest or domination, seduc-
tion or submission, sleeping with the president’s daughter or earning
thirty dollars.

To knock down a tripod, one need kick out only one of its supporting
legs. I for one would not wish to advocate, along with several recent sex-
ual pundits, an increased display of fornication and fellatio in public
places, nor would I view the return of “sexual morality” as a desirable
state of affairs. Surprisingly, it is the essential enjoyment of sex that is the
least palatable of the liberal myths.
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No one would deny that sex is enjoyable, but it does not follow that
sexuality is the activity of “pure enjoyment” and that “gratification,” or
“pure physical pleasure,” that is, orgasm, is its end. Sex is indeed plea-
surable, but, as Aristotle argued against the hedonists of his day, this en-
joyment accompanies sexual activity and its ends, but is not that activity
or these ends. We enjoy being sexually satisfied; we are not satisfied by
our enjoyment. In fact, one might reasonably hypothesize that the per-
formance of any activity, pleasurable or not, which is as intensely pro-
moted and obsessively pursued as sex in America would provide
tremendous gratification. [One might further speculate on the fact that
recent American politics shows that “every (white, male Christian)
American boy’s dream of becoming President” seems to encourage the
exploitation of all three sexual platitudes of enjoyment, privacy, and
“anything goes.” (Cf. H. Kissinger, “Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac.”) ]

If sexuality does not essentially aim at pleasure, does it have any pur-
pose? Jean-Paul Sartre has given us an alternative to the liberal theory in
his Being and Nothingness, in which he argues that our sexual relations
with others, like all our various relationships with others, are to be con-
strued as conflicts, modeled after Hegel’s parable of master and slave.
Sexual desire is not desire for pleasure, and pleasure is more likely to dis-
tract us from sexuality than to deepen our involvement. For Sartre, sex-
ual desire is the desire to possess, to gain recognition of one’s own
freedom at the expense of the other. By “incarnating” and degrading
him/her in flesh, one reduces him/her to an object. Sadism is but an ex-
tension of this domination over the other. Or one allows himself to be
“incarnated” as a devious route to the same end, making the other
his/her sexual slave. Sexual activity concentrates its attention on the
least personal, most inert parts of the body—breasts, thighs, stomach,
and emphasizes awkward and immobile postures and activities. On this
model, degradation is the central activity of sex, to convince the other
that he/she is a slave, to persuade the other of one’s own power, whether
it be through the skills of sexual technique or through the passive de-
mands of being sexually served. Intercourse has no privileged position
in this model, except that intercourse, particularly in these liberated
times in which it has become a contest, is ideal for this competition for
power and recognition. And no doubt Sartre, who, like Freud, adopts a
paradigmatically male perspective, senses that intercourse is more likely
to be degrading to the woman, who thus begins at a disadvantage.

Sartre’s notion of sexuality, taken seriously, would be enough to keep
us out of bed for a month. Surely, we must object, something has been
left out of account, for example, the two-person Mitsein that Sartre him-
self suggests in the same book. It is impossible for us to delve into the
complex ontology that leads Sartre into this pessimistic model, but its es-
sential structure is precisely what we need to carry us beyond the liberal
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mythology. According to Sartre, sexuality is interpersonal communica-
tion with the body as its medium. Sartre’s mistake, if we may be brief, is
his narrow constriction of the message of that communication to mutual
degradation and conflict. Nagel, who accepts Sartre’s communication
model but, in line with the liberal mythology, seeks to reject its pes-
simistic conclusions, makes a mistake in the opposite direction. He ac-
cepts the communication model, but leaves it utterly without content.
What is communicated, he suggests, is arousal. But, as we have seen,
arousal is too broad a notion; we must know arousal of what, for what, to
what end. Nagel’s notion of “arousal” and “interpersonal awareness”
gives us an outline of the grammar of the communication model, but no
semantics. One might add that sexual activity in which what is aroused
and intended are pleasurable sensations alone is a limiting and rare
case. A sensation is only pleasurable or enjoyable, not in itself, but in the
context of the meaning of the activity in which it is embedded. This is as
true of orgasm as it is of a hard passion-bite on the shoulder.

This view of sexuality answers some strong questions which the liberal
model leaves a mystery. If sex is pure physical enjoyment, why is sexual
activity between persons far more satisfying than masturbation, where, if
we accept recent physiological studies, orgasm is at its highest intensity
and the post-coital period is cleansed of its interpersonal hassles and ar-
guments? On the Freudian model, sex with other people (“objects”) be-
comes a matter of “secondary process,” with masturbation primary. On
the communication model, masturbation is like talking to yourself; pos-
sible, even enjoyable, but clearly secondary to sexuality in its broader in-
terpersonal context. (It is significant that even this carnal solipsism is
typically accompanied by imaginings and pictures; “No masturbation
without representation,” perhaps.) If sex is physical pleasure, then the
fetish of the genital orgasm is no doubt justifiable, but then why in our
orgasm-cluttered sex lives are we so dissatisfied? Because orgasm is not
the “end” of sex but its resolution, and obsessive concentration on reach-
ing climax effectively overwhelms or distorts whatever else is being said
sexually. It is this focus on orgasm that has made Sartre’s model more
persuasive; for the battle over the orgasm, whether in selfish or altruistic
guise (“my orgasm first” or “I’ll give you the best ever”) has become an
unavoidable medium for conflict and control. “Unadorned sexual in-
tercourse,” on this model, becomes the ultimate perversion, since it is
the sexual equivalent of hanging up the telephone without saying any-
thing. Even an obscene telephone caller has a message to convey.

Sexual activity consists in speaking what we might call “body lan-
guage.” It has its own grammar, delineated by the body, and its own pho-
netics of touch and movement. Its unit of meaningfulness, the bodily
equivalent of a sentence, is the gesture. No doubt one could add consid-
erably to its vocabulary, and perhaps it could be possible to discuss world
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politics or the mind-body problem by an appropriate set of invented ges-
tures. But body language is essentially expressive, and its content is lim-
ited to interpersonal attitudes and feelings—shyness, domination, fear,
submissiveness and dependence, love or hatred or indifference, lack of
confidence and embarrassment, shame, jealousy, possessiveness. There
is little value in stressing the overworked point that such expressions are
“natural” expressions, as opposed to verbal expressions of the same atti-
tudes and feelings. In our highly verbal society, it may well be that verbal
expression, whether it be poetry or clumsy blurting, feels more natural
than the use of our bodies. Yet it does seem true that some attitudes, e.g.,
tenderness and trust, domination and passivity, are best expressed sexu-
ally. Love, it seems, is not best expressed sexually, for its sexual expres-
sion is indistinguishable from the expressions of a number of other
attitudes. Possessiveness, mutual recognition, “being-with,” and conflict
are expressed by body language almost essentially, virtually as its deep
structure, and here Sartre’s model obtains its plausibility.

According to Nagel, “perversion” is “truncated or incomplete versions
of the complete configuration” (16). But again, his emphasis is entirely
on the form of “interpersonal awareness” rather than its content. For ex-
ample, he analyzes sadism as “the concentration on the evocation of pas-
sive self-awareness in others . . . which impedes awareness of himself as a
bodily subject of passion in the required sense.” But surely sadism is not
so much a breakdown in communication (any more than the domina-
tion of a conversation by one speaker, with the agreement of his listener,
is a breach of language) as an excessive expression of a particular con-
tent, namely the attitude of domination, perhaps mixed with hatred,
fear, and other negative attitudes. Similarly, masochism is not simply the
relinquishing of one’s activity (an inability to speak, in a sense), for the
masochist may well be active in inviting punishment from his sadistic
partner. Masochism is excessive expression of an attitude of victimiza-
tion, shame, or inferiority. Moreover, it is clear that there is not the
slightest taint of “perversion” in homosexuality, which need differ from
heterosexuality only in its mode of resolution. Fetishism and bestiality
certainly do constitute perversions, since the first is the same as, for ex-
ample, talking to someone else’s shoes, and the second like discussing
Spinoza with a moderately intelligent sheep.

This model also makes it evident why Nagel chose as his example a
couple of strangers; one has far more to say, for one can freely express
one’s fantasies as well as the truth, to a stranger. A husband and wife of
seven years have probably been repeating the same messages for years,
and their sexual activity now is probably no more than an abbreviated rit-
ual incantation of the lengthy conversations they had years before. One
can imagine Romeo and Juliet climbing into bed together each with a
spectacular set of expectations and fantasies, trying to overwhelm each
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other with extravagant expressions and experiments. But it may be, ac-
cordingly, that they won’t understand each other, or, as the weekend
plods on, sex, like any extended conversation, tends to become either
more truthful or more incoherent.

Qua body language, sex admits of at least two forms of perversion: one
deviance of form, the other deviance in content. There are the tech-
niques of sexuality, overly celebrated in our society, and there are the at-
titudes that these techniques allegedly express. Nagel and most theorists
have concentrated on perversions in technique, deviations in the forms
of sexual activity. But it seems to me that the more problematic perver-
sions are the semantic deviations, of which the most serious are those in-
volving insincerity, the bodily equivalent of the lie. Entertaining private
fantasies and neglecting one’s real sexual partner is thus an innocent se-
mantic perversion, while pretended tenderness and affection that
reverses itself soon after orgasm is a potentially vicious perversion. How-
ever, again joining Nagel, I would argue that perverse sex is not neces-
sarily bad or immoral sex. Pretense is the premise of imagination as well
as of falsehood, and sexual fantasies may enrich our lives far more than
sexual realities alone. Perhaps it is an unfortunate comment on the
poverty of contemporary life that our fantasies have become so con-
fined, that our sexuality has been forced to serve needs which far exceed
its expressive capacity. That is why the liberal mythology has been so dis-
astrous, for it has rendered unconscious the expressive functions of sex
in its stress on enjoyment and, in its platitude of privacy, has reduced sex-
uality to each man’s/woman’s private language, first spoken clumsily
and barely articulately on wedding nights and in the back seats of Fords.
Itis thus understandable why sex is so utterly important in our lives, and
why it is typically so unsatisfactory.

Notes

1. I confess, for example, that certain male biases infiltrate my own analysis. I
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3. Metaphysics of Ethics, trans. Semple (Edinburgh: Clark, 1971) IV, pt. I, ch. 1,
sec. 7.






Chapter 4

SEXUAL BEHAVIOR:
ANOTHER POSITION

Janice Moulton

We can often distinguish behavior that is sexual from behavior that
is not. Sexual intercourse may be one clear example of the former,
but other sexual behaviors are not so clearly defined. Some kissing is sex-
ual; some is not. Sometimes looking is sexual; sometimes not looking is
sexual. Is it possible, then, to characterize sexual behavior?

Thomas Nagel in “Sexual Perversion”! and Robert Solomon in “Sex-
ual Paradigms” each offer an answer to this question. Nagel analyzes
sexual desire as a “complex system of superimposed mutual percep-
tions” (13). He claims that sexual relations that do not fit his account are
incomplete and, consequently, perversions.

Solomon claims that sexual behavior should be analyzed in terms of
goals rather than feelings. He maintains that “the end of this desire is in-
terpersonal communication” (23) and not enjoyment. According to
Solomon, the sexual relations between regular partners will be inferior
to novel encounters because there is less remaining to communicate
sexually.

I believe that sexual behavior will not fit any single characterization;
that there are at least two sorts of sexual behavior to characterize. Both
Nagel and Solomon have interesting things to say about one sort of sex-
ual behavior. However, both have assumed that a model of flirtation and

Reprinted, with the permission of Janice Moulton and the Journal of Philosophy, from jJour-
nal of Philosophy 73:16 (1976), pp. 537-46.
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seduction constitutes an adequate model of sexual behavior in general.
Although a characterization of flirtation and seduction can continue to
apply to arelationship that is secret, forbidden, or in which there is some
reason to remain unsure of one’s sexual acceptability, I shall argue that
most sexual behavior does not involve flirtation and seduction, and that
what characterizes flirtation and seduction is not what characterizes the
sexual behavior of regular partners. Nagel takes the development of
what I shall call “sexual anticipation” to be characteristic of all sexual be-
havior and gives no account of sexual satisfaction.? Solomon believes
that flirtation and seduction are different from regular sexual relation-
ships. However, he too considers only characteristics of sexual anticipa-
tion in his analysis and concludes that regular sexual relationships are
inferior to novel ones because they lack some of those characteristics.

Flirtation, seduction, and traditional courtship involve sexual feelings
that are quite independent of physical contact. These feelings are in-
creased by anticipation of success, winning, or conquest. Because what is
anticipated is the opportunity for sexual intimacy and satisfaction, the
feelings of sexual satisfaction are usually not distinguished from those of
sexual anticipation. Sexual satisfaction involves sexual feelings which are
increased by the other person’s knowledge of one’s preferences and sen-
sitivities, the familiarity of their touch or smell or way of moving, and not
by the novelty of their sexual interest.

It is easy to think that the more excitement and enthusiasm involved
in the anticipation of an event, the more enjoyable and exciting the
event itself is likely to be. However, anticipation and satisfaction are of-
ten divorced. Many experiences with no associated build-up of antici-
pation are very satisfying, and others, awaited and begun with great
eagerness, produce no feelings of satisfaction at all. In sexual activity
this dissociation is likely to be frequent. A strong feeling of sexual an-
ticipation is produced by the uncertainty, challenge, or secrecy of novel
sexual experiences, but the tension and excitement that increase antic-
ipation often interfere with sexual satisfaction. The comfort and trust
and experience with familiar partners may increase sexual satisfaction,
but decrease the uncertainty and challenge that heighten sexual antic-
ipation. Given the distinction between anticipation and satisfaction,
there is no reason to believe that an increase of trust and love ought to
increase feelings of sexual anticipation nor that sexual anticipation
should be a prerequisite for any long-term sexual relationship.

For some people the processes that create sexual anticipation, the ex-
change of indirect signals, the awareness of the other person’s sexual in-
terest, and the accompanying sexual anticipation may be all that is valued
in sexual behavior. Satisfaction is equated with release, the end of a good
time, and is not considered a process in its own right. But although flir-
tation and seduction are the main objects of sexual fantasy and fiction,
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most people, even those whose sexual relations are frequently casual,
seek to continue some sexual relationships after the flirtation and seduc-
tion are over, when the uncertainty and challenge are gone. And the mo-
tives, goals, and feelings of sexual satisfaction that characterize these
continued sexual relations are not the same as the motives, goals, and
feelings of sexual anticipation that characterize the novel sexual relations
Nagel and Solomon have tried to analyze. Let us consider their accounts.

Nagel’s account is illustrated by a tale of a Romeo and a Juliet who are
sexually aroused by each other, notice each other’s arousal and become
further aroused by that:

He senses that she senses that he senses her. This is still another level of
arousal, for he becomes conscious of his sexuality through his awareness of its
effect on her and of her awareness that this effect is due to him. Once she
takes the same step and senses that he senses her sensing him, it becomes dif-
ficult to state, let alone imagine, further iterations, though they may be logi-
cally distinct. If both are alone, they will presumably turn to look at each other
directly, and the proceedings will continue on another plane. Physical contact
and intercourse are natural extensions of this complicated visual exchange,
and mutual touch can involve all the complexities of awareness present in the
visual case, but with a far greater range of subtlety and acuteness.

Ordinarily, of course, things happen in a less orderly fashion—some-
times in a great rush—but I believe that some version of this overlapping
system of distinct sexual perceptions and interactions is the basic frame-
work of any full-fledged sexual relation and that relations involving only
part of the complex are significantly incomplete. (14-15)

Nagel then characterizes sexual perversion as a “truncated or incom-
plete version” (16) of sexual arousal, rather than as some deviation from
a standard of subsequent physical interaction.

Nagel’s account applies only to the development of sexual anticipa-
tion. He says that “the proliferation of levels of mutual awareness . . . is

. . a type of complexity that typifies human interactions” (15), so he
might argue that his account will cover Romeo and Juliet’s later rela-
tionship as well. Granted that levels of mutual awareness exist in any
close human relationship. But it does not follow that the development
of levels of awareness characterize all human relationships, particularly
sexual relationships between familiar partners. In particular, the sort of
awareness Nagel emphasizes—“a desire that one’s partner be aroused by
the recognition of one’s desire that he or she be aroused” (15)—does
not seem essential to regular sexual relationships. If we accept Nagel’s
account for sexual behavior in general, then we must classify as a per-
version the behavior of an intimate and satisfying sexual relation begun
without any preliminary exchange of multilevel arousals.*

Sexual desire can be generated by many different things—a smell, a
phrase in a book, a familiar voice. The sexual interest of another person
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is only on occasion novel enough to be the main cause or focus of sex-
ual arousal. A characterization of sexual behavior on other occasions
should describe the development and sharing of sexual pleasure—the
creation of sexual satisfaction. Nagel’s contribution lies in directing our
attention to the analysis of sexual behavior in terms of its perceptions
and feelings. However, he characterizes only a limited sort of sexual be-
havior, flirtation and seduction.

Solomon characterizes sexual behavior by analogy with linguistic be-
havior, emphasizing that the goals are the same. He says:

Sexual activity consists in speaking what we might call “body language.” It
has it own grammar, delineated by the body, and its own phonetics of touch
and movement. Its unit of meaningfulness, the bodily equivalent of a sen-
tence, is the gesture. . . . [B]ody language is essentially expressive, and its
content is limited to interpersonal attitudes and feelings. (27-28)

The analogy with language can be valuable for understanding sexual be-
havior. However, Solomon construes the goals of both activities too nar-
rowly and hence draws the wrong conclusions.

He argues that the aim of sexual behavior is to communicate one’s at-
titudes and feelings, to express oneself, and further, that such self-
expression is made less effective by aiming at enjoyment:

That is why the liberal mythology has been so disastrous, for it has rendered
unconscious the expressive functions of sex in its stress on enjoyment. . . .
It is thus understandable why sex is so utterly important in our lives, and
why it is typically so unsatisfactory. (29)

Does stress on enjoyment hinder self-expression? Trying to do one
thing, X, may interfere with trying to do another, Y, for some Xs and Ys.
For example, trying to eat peanut butter or swim under water may in-
terfere with vocal self-expression. But enjoyment is a different sort of
goal. One isn’t trying to do both Yand something else when aiming at ¥
and enjoyment, but to do one sort of thing, Y, a certain way. Far from in-
terfering, one is more likely to be successful at a venture if one can man-
age to enjoy oneself during the process.

Solomon claims to refute that enjoyment is the essential aim of sexual
activity, but he erroneously identifies enjoyment with orgasm:°

No one would deny that sex is enjoyable, but it does not follow that sexual-
ity is the activity of “pure enjoyment” and that “gratification,” or “pure phys-
ical pleasure,” that is, orgasm, is its end. (26)

and consequently he shows merely that orgasm is not the only aim of sex-
ual activity. His main argument is:

If sex is pure physical enjoyment, why is sexual activity between persons far
more satisfying than masturbation, where, if we accept recent physiological
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studies, orgasm is at its highest intensity and the post-coital period is
cleansed of its interpersonal hassles and arguments? (27)

One obvious answer is that, even for people who have hassles and argu-
ments, interpersonal sexual activity is more enjoyable, even in the “pure
physical” sense.® Solomon’s argument does not show that enjoyment is
not the appropriate aim of sexual activity, only that maximum-intensity
orgasm is not. As those recent physiological studies pointed out, partici-
pants report interpersonal sexual activity as more enjoyable and satisfy-
ing even though their orgasms are less intense.” Only someone who
mistakenly equated enjoyment with orgasm would find this paradoxical.

One need not claim that orgasm is always desired or desirable in sexual
activity. That might be like supposing that in all conversations the partici-
pants do, or should, express their deepest thoughts. In sexual, as in lin-
guistic, behavior, there is great variety and subtlety of purpose. But this is
not to say that the desire for orgasm should be ignored. The disappoint-
ment and physical discomfort of expected but unachieved orgasm is only
faintly parallel to the frustration of not being able to “get a word in edge-
wise” after being moved to express an important thought. Itis usually rude
or boorish to use language with indifference to the interests and cares of
one’s listeners. Sexual behavior with such indifference can be no better.

Solomon does not need these arguments to claim that enjoyment is
not the only or the essential goal of sexual behavior. His comparison of
sexual behavior with linguistic (or other social) behavior could have
been used to do the job. The same social and moral distinctions and eval-
uations can be applied to both behaviors: hurting and humiliating peo-
ple is bad; making people happy is good; loyalty, kindness, intelligence,
and wit are valued; stupidity, clumsiness, and insincerity are not. The
purpose of contact, sexual or otherwise, with other people is not just to
produce or receive enjoyment—there are times of sadness, solace, and
anguish that are important and meaningful to share, but not enjoyable.

Is self-expression, then, the essential goal of sexual behavior? Solo-
mon lists a number of feelings and attitudes that can be expressed sex-
ually:

* love, tenderness and trust, “being-with,” mutual recognition

* hatred, indifference, jealousy, conflict

® shyness, fear, lack of confidence, embarrassment, shame

* domination, submissiveness, dependence, possessiveness, pas-
sivity

He claims “some attitudes, e.g., tenderness and trust, domination and
passivity, are best expressed sexually” (28), and says his account
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... makes it evident why Nagel chose as his example a couple of strangers;
one has far more to say, for one can freely express one’s fantasies as well as
the truth, to a stranger. A husband and wife of seven years have probably
been repeating the same messages for years, and their sexual activity now is
probably no more than an abbreviated ritual incantation of the lengthy
conversations they had years before. (28)

A glance at the list of feelings and attitudes above will show that its
items are not independent. Shame, for example, may include compo-
nents of embarrassment, lack of confidence, fear, and probably mutual
recognition and submissiveness. To the extent that they can be conveyed
by sexual body language,® a mere grunt or whimper would be able to ex-
press the whole range of the attitudes and feelings as well, if not better,
than sexual gestures. Moreover, it is not clear that some attitudes are
best expressed sexually. Tenderness and trust are often expressed be-
tween people who are not sexual partners. The tenderness and trust that
may exist between an adult and a child is not best expressed sexually.
Even if we take Solomon’s claim to apply only to sexual partners, a joint
checking account may be a better expression of trust than sexual activ-
ity. And domination, which in sado-masochistic sexual activity is ex-
pressed most elaborately with the cooperation of the partner, is an
attitude much better expressed by nonsexual activities? such as beating
an opponent, firing an employee, or mugging a passerby, where the
domination is real, and does not require the cooperation of the other
person. Even if some attitudes and feelings (for example, prurience,
wantonness, lust) are best expressed sexually, it would be questionable
whether the primary aim of sexual activity should be to express them.

The usual conversation of strangers is “small talk” cautious, shallow,
and predictable because there has not been time for the participants to
assess the extent and nature of common interests they share. So too with
sexual behavior; first sexual encounters may be charged with novelty and
anticipation, but are usually characterized by stereotypic physical inter-
actions. If the physical interaction is seen as “body language,” the anal-
ogy with linguistic behavior suggests that first encounters are likely to
consist of sexual small talk.

Solomon’s comparison of sexual behavior with linguistic behavior is
handicapped by the limited view he has about their purposes. Language
has more purposes than transmitting information. If all there were to sex-
ual behavior was the development of the sexual anticipation prominent in
flirtation and seduction, then Solomon’s conclusions might be correct.
The fact that people will continue sexual relations with the same partners
even after the appropriate attitudes and feelings from Solomon’s list have
been expressed indicates that sexual behavior, like linguistic behavior, has
other functions that are important. Solomon’s analogy with linguistic be-
havior is valuable not because communication is the main goal of sexual
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behavior but because he directs attention to the social nature of sexual be-
havior. Solomon’s analogy can be made to take on new importance by
considering that sexual behavior not only transmits information about
feelings and attitudes—something any activity can do—but also, like lan-
guage, it has a phatic function to evoke feelings and attitudes.

Language is often used to produce a shared experience, a feeling of
togetherness or unity. Duets, greetings, and many religious services use
language with little information content to establish or reaffirm a rela-
tion among the participants. Long-term sexual relationships, like regu-
lar musical ensembles, may be valued more for the feelings produced
than the feelings communicated. With both sexual and linguistic behav-
ior, an interaction with a stranger might be an enjoyable novelty, but the
pleasures of linguistic and sexual activity with good friends are probably
much more frequent and more reliable.

Solomon’s conclusion that sexually one should have more to “say” to
a stranger and will find oneself “repeating the same messages for years”
to old acquaintances,'? violates the analogy. With natural language, one
usually has more to say to old friends than to strangers.

Both Nagel and Solomon give incomplete accounts because they assume
that a characterization of flirtation and seduction should apply to sexual
behavior in general. I have argued that this is not so. Whether we analyze
sexual behavior in terms of characteristic perceptions and feelings, as
Nagel does, or by a comparison with other complex social behavior, as
Solomon does, the characteristics of novel sexual encounters differ from
those of sexual relationships between familiar and recognized partners.

What about the philosophical enterprise of characterizing sexual be-
havior? A characterization of something will tell what is unique about it
and how to identify a standard or paradigm case of it. Criteria for a stan-
dard or paradigm case of sexual behavior unavoidably have normative
implications. Itis my position that normative judgments about sexual be-
havior should not be unrelated to the social and moral standards that ap-
ply to other social behavior. Many people, in reaction to old standards,
avoid disapproving of sexual behavior that involves deceit or humiliation
to another, but will condemn or ridicule sexual behavior that hurts no
one yet fails to conform to a sexual standard. Both Nagel and Solomon
classify sexual behavior that does not fit their characterizations as per-
version, extending this strong negative judgment to behavior that is nei-
ther morally nor socially condemned (i.e., sex without multilevel
awareness of arousal; sex without communication of attitudes and feel-
ings). Yet perversion can be more accurately accounted for as whatever
makes people frightened or uncomfortable by its bizarreness.!!

Sexual behavior differs from other behavior by virtue of its unique
feelings and emotions and its unique ability to create shared intimacy.
These unique features of sexual behavior may influence particular
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normative judgments, but they do not justify applying different norma-
tive principles to sexual behavior.!?
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Chapter 5

PLAIN SEX

Alan Goldman

Several recent articles on sex herald its acceptance as a legitimate
topic for analytic philosophers (although it has been a topic in phi-
losophy since Plato). One might have thought conceptual analysis un-
necessary in this area; despite the notorious struggles of judges and
legislators to define pornography suitably, we all might be expected to
know what sex is and to be able to identify at least paradigm sexual de-
sires and activities without much difficulty. Philosophy is nevertheless of
relevance here if for no other reason than that the concept of sex re-
mains at the center of moral and social consciousness in our, and per-
haps any, society. Before we can get a sensible view of the relation of sex
to morality, perversion, social regulation, and marriage, we require a
sensible analysis of the concept itself; one which neither understates its
animal pleasure nor overstates its importance within a theory or system
of value. I say “before,” but the order is not quite so clear, for questions
in this area, as elsewhere in moral philosophy, are both conceptual and
normative at the same time. Our concept of sex will partially determine
our moral view of it, but as philosophers we should formulate a concept
that will accord with its proper moral status. What we require here, as
elsewhere, is “reflective equilibrium,” a goal not achieved by traditional
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and recent analyses together with their moral implications. Because sex-
ual activity, like other natural functions such as eating or exercising, has
become imbedded in layers of cultural, moral, and superstitious super-
structure, it is hard to conceive it in its simplest terms. But partially for
this reason, it is only by thinking about plain sex that we can begin to
achieve this conceptual equilibrium.

I shall suggest here that sex continues to be misrepresented in recent
writings, at least in philosophical writings, and I shall criticize the pre-
dominant form of analysis which I term “means-end analysis.” Such con-
ceptions attribute a necessary external goal or purpose to sexual activity,
whether it be reproduction, the expression of love, simple communica-
tion, or interpersonal awareness. They analyze sexual activity as a means
to one of these ends, implying that sexual desire is a desire to reproduce,
to love or be loved, or to communicate with others. All definitions of this
type suggest false views of the relation of sex to perversion and morality
by implying that sex which does not fit one of these models or fulfill one
of these functions is in some way deviant or incomplete.

The alternative, simpler analysis with which I will begin is that sexual
desire is desire for contact with another person’s body and for the plea-
sure which such contact produces; sexual activity is activity which tends
to fulfill such desire of the agent. Whereas Aristotle and Butler were cor-
rect in holding that pleasure is normally a byproduct rather than a goal
of purposeful action, in the case of sex this is not so clear. The desire for
another’s body is, principally among other things, the desire for the
pleasure that physical contact brings. On the other hand, it is not a de-
sire for a particular sensation detachable from its causal context, a sen-
sation which can be derived in other ways. This definition in terms of the
general goal of sexual desire appears preferable to an attempt to more
explicitly list or define specific sexual activities, for many activities such
as kissing, embracing, massaging, or holding hands may or may not be
sexual, depending upon the context and more specifically upon the pur-
poses, needs, or desires into which such activities fit. The generality of
the definition also represents a refusal (common in recent psychologi-
cal texts) to overemphasize orgasm as the goal of sexual desire or geni-
tal sex as the only norm of sexual activity (this will be hedged slightly in
the discussion of perversion below).

Central to the definition is the fact that the goal of sexual desire and
activity is the physical contact itself, rather than something else which
this contact might express. By contrast, what I term “means-end analy-
ses” posit ends which I take to be extraneous to plain sex, and they view
sex as a means to these ends. Their fault lies not in defining sex in terms
of'its general goal, but in seeing plain sex as merely a means to other sep-
arable ends. I term these “means-end analyses” for convenience, al-
though “means-separable-end analysis,” while too cumbersome, might
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be more fully explanatory. The desire for physical contact with another
person is a minimal criterion for (normal) sexual desire, but is both nec-
essary and sufficient to qualify normal desire as sexual. Of course, we
may want to express other feelings through sexual acts in various con-
texts; but without the desire for the physical contact in and for itself, or
when it is sought for other reasons, activities in which contact is involved
are not predominantly sexual. Furthermore, the desire for physical con-
tact in itself, without the wish to express affection or other feelings
through it, is sufficient to render sexual the activity of the agent which
fulfills it. Various activities with this goal alone, such as kissing and ca-
ressing in certain contexts, qualify as sexual even without the presence
of genital symptoms of sexual excitement. The latter are not therefore
necessary criteria for sexual activity.

This initial analysis may seem to some either over- or underinclusive.
It might seem too broad in leading us to interpret physical contact as sex-
ual desire in activities such as football and other contact sports. In these
cases, however, the desire is not for contact with another body per se, it
is not directed toward a particular person for that purpose, and it is not
the goal of the activity—the goal is winning or exercising or knocking
someone down or displaying one’s prowess. If the desire is purely for
contact with another specific person’s body, then to interpret it as sexual
does not seem an exaggeration. A slightly more difficult case is that of a
baby’s desire to be cuddled and our natural response in wanting to cud-
dle it. In the case of the baby, the desire may be simply for the physical
contact, for the pleasure of the caresses. If so, we may characterize this
desire, especially in keeping with Freudian theory, as sexual or protosex-
ual. It will differ nevertheless from full-fledged sexual desire in being
more amorphous, not directed outward toward another specific person’s
body. It may also be that what the infant unconsciously desires is not
physical contact per se but signs of affection, tenderness, or security, in
which case we have further reason for hesitating to characterize its wants
as clearly sexual. The intent of our response to the baby is often the show-
ing of affection, not the pure physical contact, so that our definition in
terms of action which fulfills sexual desire on the part of the agent does not
capture such actions, whatever we say of the baby. (If it is intuitive to
characterize our responses as sexual as well, there is clearly no problem
here for my analysis.) The same can be said of signs of affection (or in
some cultures polite greeting) among men or women: these certainly
need not be homosexual when the intent is only to show friendship,
something extrinsic to plain sex although valuable when added to it.

Our definition of sex in terms of the desire for physical contact may
appear too narrow in that a person’s personality, not merely her or his
body, may be sexually attractive to another, and in that looking or con-
versing in a certain way can be sexual in a given context without bodily
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contact. Nevertheless, it is not the contents of one’s thoughts per se that
are sexually appealing, but one’s personality as embodied in certain
manners of behavior. Furthermore, if a person is sexually attracted by
another’s personality, he or she will desire not just further conversation,
but actual sexual contact. While looking at or conversing with someone
can be interpreted as sexual in given contexts it is so when intended as
preliminary to, and hence parasitic upon, elemental sexual interest.
Voyeurism or viewing a pornographic movie qualifies as a sexual activity,
but only as an imaginative substitute for the real thing (otherwise a de-
viation from the norm as expressed in our definition). The same is true
of masturbation as a sexual activity without a partner.

That the initial definition indicates at least an ingredient of sexual de-
sire and activity is too obvious to argue. We all know what sex is, at least
in obvious cases, and do not need philosophers to tell us. My preliminary
analysis is meant to serve as a contrast to what sex is not, at least not nec-
essarily. I concentrate upon the physically manifested desire for an-
other’s body, and I take as central the immersion in the physical aspect
of one’s own existence and attention to the physical embodiment of the
other. One may derive pleasure in a sex act from expressing certain feel-
ings to one’s partner or from awareness of the attitude of one’s partner,
but sexual desire is essentially desire for physical contact itself: itis a bod-
ily desire for the body of another that dominates our mental life for
more or less brief periods. Traditional writings were correct to empha-
size the purely physical or animal aspect of sex; they were wrong only in
condemning it. This characterization of sex as an intensely pleasurable
physical activity and acute physical desire may seem to some to capture
only its barest level. But it is worth distinguishing and focusing upon this
least common denominator in order to avoid the false views of sexual
morality and perversion which emerge from thinking that sex is essen-
tially something else.

II

We may turn then to what sex is not, to the arguments regarding sup-
posed conceptual connections between sex and other activities which it
is necessary to conceptually distinguish. The most comprehensible at-
tempt to build an extraneous purpose into the sex act identifies that pur-
pose as reproduction, its primary biological function. While this may be
“nature’s” purpose, it certainly need not be ours (the analogy with eat-
ing, while sometimes overworked, is pertinent here). While this identifi-
cation may once have had a rational basis which also grounded the
identification of the value and morality of sex with that applicable to re-
production and childrearing, the development of contraception ren-
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dered the connection weak. Methods of contraception are by now so fa-
miliar and so widely used that it is not necessary to dwell upon the
changes wrought by these developments in the concept of sex itself and
in a rational sexual ethic dependent upon that concept. In the past, the
ever present possibility of children rendered the concepts of sex and sex-
ual morality different from those required at present. There may be
good reasons, if the presence and care of both mother and father are
beneficial to children, for restricting reproduction to marriage. Insofar
as society has a legitimate role in protecting children’s interests, it may
be justified in giving marriage a legal status, although this question is
complicated by the fact (among others) that children born to single
mothers deserve no penalties. In any case, the point here is simply that
these questions are irrelevant at the present time to those regarding the
morality of sex and its potential social regulation. (Further connections
with marriage will be discussed below.)

It is obvious that the desire for sex is not necessarily a desire to repro-
duce, that the psychological manifestation has become, if it were not
always, distinct from its biological roots. There are many parallels, as pre-
viously mentioned, with other natural functions. The pleasures of eating
and exercising are to a large extent independent of their roles in nour-
ishment or health (as the junk-food industry discovered with a ven-
geance). Despite the obvious parallel with sex, there is still a tendency
for many to think that sex acts which can be reproductive are, if not
more moral or less immoral, at least more natural. These categories of
morality and “naturalness,” or normality, are not to be identified with
each other, as will be argued below, and neither is applicable to sex by
virtue of its connection to reproduction. The tendency to identify re-
production as the conceptually connected end of sex is most prevalent
now in the pronouncements of the Catholic church. There the assumed
analysis is clearly tied to a restrictive sexual morality according to which
acts become immoral and unnatural when they are not oriented towards
reproduction, a morality which has independent roots in the Christian
sexual ethic as it derives from Paul. However, the means-end analysis
fails to generate a consistent sexual ethic: homosexual and oral-genital
sex is condemned while kissing or caressing, acts equally unlikely to lead
in themselves to fertilization, even when properly characterized as sex-
ual according to our definition, are not.

111

Before discussing further relations of means-end analyses to false or in-
consistent sexual ethics and concepts of perversion, I turn to other ex-
amples of these analyses. One common position views sex as essentially
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an expression of love or affection between the partners. It is generally
recognized that there are other types of love besides sexual, but sex itself
is taken as an expression of one type, sometimes termed “romantic”
love.! Various factors again ought to weaken this identification. First,
there are other types of love besides that which it is appropriate to ex-
press sexually, and “romantic” love itself can be expressed in many other
ways. I am not denying that sex can take on heightened value and mean-
ing when it becomes a vehicle for the expression of feelings of love or
tenderness, but so can many other usually mundane activities such as
getting up early to make breakfast on Sunday, cleaning the house, and
so on. Second, sex itself can be used to communicate many other emo-
tions besides love, and, as I will argue below, can communicate nothing
in particular and still be good sex.

On a deeper level, an internal tension is bound to result from an iden-
tification of sex, which I have described as a physical-psychological desire,
with love as a long-term, deep emotional relationship between two indi-
viduals. As this type of relationship, love is permanent, at least in intent,
and more or less exclusive. A normal person cannot deeply love more
than a few individuals even in a lifetime. We may be suspicious that those
who attempt or claim to love many love them weakly if at all. Yet, fleeting
sexual desire can arise in relation to a variety of other individuals one finds
sexually attractive. It may even be, as some have claimed, that sexual de-
sire in humans naturally seeks variety, while this is obviously false of love.
For this reason, monogamous sex, even if justified, almost always repre-
sents a sacrifice or the exercise of self-control on the part of the spouses,
while monogamous love generally does not. There is no such thing as ca-
sual love in the sense in which I intend the term “love.” It may occasion-
ally happen that a spouse falls deeply in love with someone else (especially
when sex is conceived in terms of love), but this is relatively rare in com-
parison to passing sexual desires for others; and while the former often in-
dicates a weakness or fault in the marriage relation, the latter does not.

If love is indeed more exclusive in its objects than is sexual desire, this
explains why those who view sex as essentially an expression of love
would again tend to hold a repressive or restrictive sexual ethic. As in the
case of reproduction, there may be good reasons for reserving the total
commitment of deep love to the context of marriage and family—the
normal personality may not withstand additional divisions of ultimate
commitment and allegiance. There is no question that marriage itself is
best sustained by a deep relation of love and affection; and even if love
is not naturally monogamous, the benefits of family units to children
provide additional reason to avoid serious commitments elsewhere
which weaken family ties. It can be argued similarly that monogamous
sex strengthens families by restricting and at the same time guarantee-
ing an outlet for sexual desire in marriage. But there is more force to the
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argument that recognition of a clear distinction between sex and love in
society would help avoid disastrous marriages which result from adoles-
cent confusion of the two when sexual desire is mistaken for permanent
love, and would weaken damaging jealousies which arise in marriages in
relation to passing sexual desires. The love and affection of a sound mar-
riage certainly differs from the adolescent romantic variety, which is of-
ten a mere substitute for sex in the context of a repressive sexual ethic.

In fact, the restrictive sexual ethic tied to the means-end analysis in
terms of love again has failed to be consistent. At least, it has not been
applied consistently, but forms part of the double standard which has
curtailed the freedom of women. It is predictable in light of this history
that some women would now advocate using sex as another kind of
means, as a political weapon or as a way to increase unjustly denied
power and freedom. The inconsistency in the sexual ethic typically at-
tached to the sex-love analysis, according to which it has generally been
taken with a grain of salt when applied to men, is simply another exam-
ple of the impossibility of tailoring a plausible moral theory in this area
to a conception of sex which builds in conceptually extraneous factors.

I am not suggesting here that sex ought never to be connected with
love or that it is not a more significant and valuable activity when it is.
Nor am I denying that individuals need love as much as sex and perhaps
emotionally need at least one complete relationship which encompasses
both. Just as sex can express love and take on heightened significance
when it does, so love is often naturally accompanied by an intermittent
desire for sex. But again love is accompanied appropriately by desires for
other shared activities as well. What makes the desire for sex seem more
intimately connected with love is the intimacy which is seen to be a nat-
ural feature of mutual sex acts. Like love, sex is held to lay one bare psy-
chologically as well as physically. Sex is unquestionably intimate, but
beyond that the psychological toll often attached may be a function of
the restrictive sexual ethic itself, rather than a legitimate apology for it.
The intimacy involved in love is psychologically consuming in a gener-
ally healthy way, while the psychological tolls of sexual relations, often
including embarrassment as a correlate of intimacy, are too often the re-
sult of artificial sexual ethics and taboos. The intimacy involved in both
love and sex is insufficient in any case in light of previous points to ren-
der a means-end analysis in these terms appropriate.

v

In recent articles, Thomas Nagel and Robert Solomon, who recognize
that sex is not merely a means to communicate love, nevertheless retain
the form of this analysis while broadening it. For Solomon, sex remains
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a means of communicating (he explicitly uses the metaphor of body lan-
guage), although the feelings that can be communicated now include,
in addition to love and tenderness, domination, dependence, anger,
trust, and so on.2 Nagel does not refer explicitly to communication, but
his analysis is similar in that he views sex as a complex form of interper-
sonal awareness in which desire itself is consciously communicated on
several different levels. In sex, according to his analysis, two people are
aroused by each other, aware of the other’s arousal, and further aroused
by this awareness.? Such multileveled conscious awareness of one’s own
and the other’s desire is taken as the norm of a sexual relation, and this
model is therefore close to that which views sex as a means of interper-
sonal communication.

Solomon’s analysis is beset by the same difficulties as those pointed
outin relation to the narrower sex-love concept. Just as love can be com-
municated by many activities other than sex, which do not therefore be-
come properly analyzed as essentially vehicles of communication
(making breakfast, cleaning the house, and so on), the same is true of
the other feelings mentioned by Solomon. Domination can be commu-
nicated through economic manipulation, trust by a joint savings ac-
count. Driving a car can be simultaneously expressing anger, pride, joy,
and so on. We may, in fact, communicate or express feelings in anything
we do, but this does not make everything we do into language. Driving a
car is not to be defined as an automotive means of communication, al-
though with a little ingenuity we might work out an automotive vocabu-
lary (tailgating as an expression of aggression or impatience; beating
another car away from a stoplight as expressing domination) to match
the vocabulary of “body language.” That one can communicate various
feelings during sex acts does not make these acts merely or primarily a
means of communicating.

More importantly, to analyze sex as a means of communication is to
overlook the intrinsic nature and value of the act itself. Sex is not a ges-
ture or series of gestures, in fact not necessarily a means to any other end,
but a physical activity intensely pleasurable in itself. When a language is
used, the symbols normally have no importance in themselves; they func-
tion merely as vehicles for what can be communicated by them. Further-
more skill in the use of language is a technical achievement that must be
carefully learned; if better sex is more successful communication by
means of a more skillful use of body language, then we had all better be
well schooled in the vocabulary and grammar. Solomon’s analysis, which
uses the language metaphor, suggests the appropriateness of a sex-man-
ual approach, the substitution of a bit of technological prowess for the
natural pleasure of the unforced surrender to feeling and desire.

It may be that Solomon’s position could be improved by using the
analogy of music rather than that of language, as an aesthetic form of
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communication. Music might be thought of as a form of aesthetic com-
municating, in which the experience of the “phonemes” themselves is
generally pleasing. And listening to music is perhaps more of a sexual ex-
perience than having someone talk to you. Yet, it seems to me that inso-
far as music is aesthetic and pleasing in itself, it is not best conceived as
primarily a means for communicating specific feelings. Such an analysis
does injustice to aesthetic experience in much the same way as the sex-
communication analysis debases sexual experience itself.*

For Solomon, sex that is not a totally self-conscious communicative act
tends toward vulgarity,® whereas I would have thought it the other way
around. This is another illustration of the tendency of means-end analy-
ses to condemn what appears perfectly natural or normal sex on my ac-
count. Both Solomon and Nagel use their definitions, however, not
primarily to stipulate moral norms for sex, as we saw in earlier analyses,
but to define norms against which to measure perversion. Once again,
neither is capable of generating consistency or reflective equilibrium
with our firm intuitions as to what counts as subnormal sex, the problem
being that both build factors into their norms which are extraneous to
an unromanticized view of normal sexual desire and activity. If perver-
sion represents a breakdown in communication, as Solomon maintains,
then any unsuccessful or misunderstood advance should count as per-
verted. Furthermore, sex between husband and wife married for several
years, or between any partners already familiar with each other, would
be, if not perverted, nevertheless subnormal or trite and dull, in that the
communicative content would be minimal in lacking all novelty. In fact
the pleasures of sex need not wear off with familiarity, as they would if
dependent upon the communicative content of the feelings. Finally,
rather than a release or relief from physical desire through a substitute
imaginative outlet, masturbation would become a way of practicing or
rehearsing one’s technique or vocabulary on oneself, or simply a way of
talking to oneself, as Solomon himself says.5

Nagel fares no better in the implications of his overintellectualized
norm. Spontaneous and heated sex between two familiar partners may
well lack the complex conscious multileveled interpersonal awareness of
which he speaks without being in the least perverted. The egotistical de-
sire that one’s partner be aroused by one’s own desire does not seem a
primary element of the sexual urge, and during sex acts one may like
one’s partner to be sometimes active and aroused, sometimes more pas-
sive. Just as sex can be more significant when love is communicated, so
it can sometimes be heightened by an awareness of the other’s desire.
But at other times this awareness of an avid desire of one’s partner can
be merely distracting. The conscious awareness to which Nagel refers
may actually impede the immersion in the physical of which I spoke
above, just as may concentration upon one’s “vocabulary” or technique.
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Sex is a way of relating to another, but primarily a physical rather than
intellectual way. For Nagel, the ultimate in degeneration or perversion
would have to be what he calls “mutual epidermal stimulation”” without
mutual awareness of each other’s state of mind. But this sounds like nor-
mal, if not ideal, sex to me (perhaps only a minimal description of it).
His model certainly seems more appropriate to a sophisticated seduc-
tion scene than to the sex actitself,® which according to the model would
often have to count as a subnormal anticlimax to the intellectual fore-
play. While Nagel’s account resembles Solomon’s means-end analysis of
sex, here the sex act itself does not even qualify as a preferred or central
means to the end of interpersonal communication.

\Y%

I have now criticized various types of analysis sharing or suggesting a
common means-end form. I have suggested that analyses of this form re-
late to attempts to limit moral or natural sex to that which fulfills some
purpose or function extraneous to basic sexual desire. The attempts to
brand forms of sex outside the idealized models as immoral or perverted
fail to achieve consistency with intuitions that they themselves do not
directly question. The reproductive model brands oral-genital sex a
deviation, but cannot account for kissing or holding hands; the com-
munication account holds voyeurism to be perverted but cannot ac-
commodate sex acts without much conscious thought or seductive
nonphysical foreplay; the sex-love model makes most sexual desire seem
degrading or base. The first and last condemn extra-marital sex on the
sound but irrelevant grounds that reproduction and deep commitment
are best confined to family contexts. The romanticization of sex and the
confusion of sexual desire with love operate in both directions: sex out-
side the context of romantic love is repressed; once it is repressed, part-
ners become more difficult to find and sex becomes romanticized
further, out of proportion to its real value for the individual.

What all these analyses share in addition to a common form is accor-
dance with and perhaps derivation from the Platonic-Christian moral tra-
dition, according to which the animal or purely physical element of
humans is the source of immorality, and plain sex in the sense I defined
it is an expression of this element, hence in itself to be condemned. All
the analyses examined seem to seek a distance from sexual desire itself in
attempting to extend it conceptually beyond the physical. The love and
communication analyses seek refinement or intellectualization of the de-
sire; plain physical sex becomes vulgar, and too straightforward sexual en-
counters without an aura of respectable cerebral communicative content
are to be avoided. Solomon explicitly argues that sex cannot be a “mere”



Plain Sex 49

appetite, his argument being that if it were, subway exhibitionism and
other vulgar forms would be pleasing.? This fails to recognize that sexual
desire can be focused or selective at the same time as being physical.
Lower animals are not attracted by every other member of their species,
either. Rancid food forced down one’s throat is not pleasing, but that cer-
tainly fails to show that hunger is not a physical appetite. Sexual desire
lets us know that we are physical beings and, indeed, animals; this is why
traditional Platonic morality is so thorough in its condemnation. Means-
end analyses continue to reflect this tradition, sometimes unwittingly.
They show that in conceptualizing sex it is still difficult, despite years of
so-called revolution in this area, to free ourselves from the lingering sus-
picion that plain sex as physical desire is an expression of our “lower
selves,” that yielding to our animal natures is subhuman or vulgar.

VI

Having criticized these analyses for the sexual ethics and concepts of
perversion they imply, it remains to contrast my account along these
lines. To the question of what morality might be implied by my analysis,
the answer is that there are no moral implications whatever. Any analy-
sis of sex which imputes a moral character to sex acts in themselves is
wrong for that reason. There is no morality intrinsic to sex, although
general moral rules apply to the treatment of others in sex acts as they
apply to all human relations. We can speak of a sexual ethic as we can
speak of a business ethic, without implying that business in itself is ei-
ther moral or immoral or that special rules are required to judge busi-
ness practices which are not derived from rules that apply elsewhere as
well. Sex is not in itself a moral category, although like business it in-
variably places us into relations with others in which moral rules apply.
It gives us opportunity to do what is otherwise recognized as wrong, to
harm others, deceive them or manipulate them against their wills. Just
as the fact that an act is sexual in itself never renders it wrong or adds
to its wrongness if it is wrong on other grounds (sexual acts towards mi-
nors are wrong on other grounds, as will be argued below), so no wrong
act is to be excused because done from a sexual motive. If a “crime of
passion” is to be excused, it would have to be on grounds of temporary
insanity rather than sexual context (whether insanity does constitute a
legitimate excuse for certain actions is too big a topic to argue here).
Sexual motives are among others which may become deranged, and the
fact that they are sexual has no bearing in itself on the moral character,
whether negative or exculpatory, of the actions deriving from them.
Whatever might be true of war, it is certainly not the case that all’s fair
in love or sex.
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Our first conclusion regarding morality and sex is therefore that no
conduct otherwise immoral should be excused because it is sexual con-
duct, and nothing in sex is immoral unless condemned by rules which
apply elsewhere as well. The last clause requires further clarification.
Sexual conduct can be governed by particular rules relating only to sex
itself. But these precepts must be implied by general moral rules when
these are applied to specific sexual relations or types of conduct. The
same is true of rules of fair business, ethical medicine, or courtesy in driv-
ing a car. In the latter case, particular acts on the road may be repre-
hensible, such as tailgating or passing on the right, which seem to bear
no resemblance as actions to any outside the context of highway safety.
Nevertheless their immorality derives from the fact that they place oth-
ers in danger, a circumstance which, when avoidable, is to be con-
demned in any context. This structure of general and specifically
applicable rules describes a reasonable sexual ethic as well. To take an
extreme case, rape is always a sexual act and it is always immoral. A rule
against rape can therefore be considered an obvious part of sexual
morality which has no bearing on nonsexual conduct. But the immoral-
ity of rape derives from its being an extreme violation of a person’s body,
of the right not to be humiliated, and of the general moral prohibition
against using other persons against their wills, not from the fact that it is
a sexual act.

The application elsewhere of general moral rules to sexual conduct is
further complicated by the fact that it will be relative to the particular de-
sires and preferences of one’s partner (these may be influenced by and
hence in some sense include misguided beliefs about sexual morality it-
self’). This means that there will be fewer specific rules in the area of sex-
ual ethics than in other areas of conduct, such as driving cars, where the
relativity of preference is irrelevant to the prohibition of objectively dan-
gerous conduct. More reliance will have to be placed upon the general
moral rule, which in this area holds simply that the preferences, desires,
and interests of one’s partner or potential partner ought to be taken into
account. This rule is certainly not specifically formulated to govern sex-
ual relations; it is a form of the central principle of morality itself. But
when applied to sex, it prohibits certain actions, such as molestation of
children, which cannot be categorized as violations of the rule without
at the same time being classified as sexual. I believe this last case is the
closest we can come to an action which is wrong because it is sexual, but
even here its wrongness is better characterized as deriving from the
detrimental effects such behavior can have on the future emotional and
sexual life of the naive victims, and from the fact that such behavior
therefore involves manipulation of innocent persons without regard for
their interests. Hence, this case also involves violation of a general moral
rule which applies elsewhere as well.



Plain Sex 51

Aside from faulty conceptual analyses of sex and the influence of the
Platonic moral tradition, there are two more plausible reasons for think-
ing that there are moral dimensions intrinsic to sex acts per se. The first
is that such acts are normally intensely pleasurable. According to a he-
donistic, utilitarian moral theory they therefore should be at least prima
facie morally right, rather than morally neutral in themselves. To me this
seems incorrect and reflects unfavorably on the ethical theory in ques-
tion. The pleasure intrinsic to sex acts is a good, but not, it seems to me,
a good with much positive moral significance. Certainly I can have no
duty to pursue such pleasure myself, and while it may be nice to give
pleasure of any form to others, there is no ethical requirement to do so,
given my right over my own body. The exception relates to the context
of sex acts themselves, when one partner derives pleasure from the other
and ought to return the favor. This duty to reciprocate takes us out of
the domain of hedonistic utilitarianism, however, and into a Kantian
moral framework, the central principles of which call for such reciproc-
ity in human relations. Since independent moral judgments regarding
sexual activities constitute one area in which ethical theories are to be
tested, these observations indicate here, as I believe others indicate else-
where, the fertility of the Kantian, as opposed to the utilitarian, princi-
ple in reconstructing reasoned moral consciousness.

It may appear from this alternative Kantian viewpoint that sexual acts
must be at least prima facie wrong in themselves. This is because they in-
variably involve at different stages the manipulation of one’s partner for
one’s own pleasure, which might appear to be prohibited on the formu-
lation of Kant’s principle which holds that one ought not to treat an-
other as a means to such private ends. A more realistic rendering of this
formulation, however, one which recognizes its intended equivalence to
the first universalizability principle, admits no such absolute prohibi-
tion. Many human relations, most economic transactions for example,
involve using other individuals for personal benefit. These relations are
immoral only when they are one-sided, when the benefits are not mu-
tual, or when the transactions are not freely and rationally endorsed by
all parties. The same holds true of sexual acts. The central principle gov-
erning them is the Kantian demand for reciprocity in sexual relations.
In order to comply with the second formulation of the categorical im-
perative, one must recognize the subjectivity of one’s partner (not
merely by being aroused by her or his desire, as Nagel describes). Even
in an act which by its nature “objectifies” the other, one recognizes a
partner as a subject with demands and desires by yielding to those de-
sires, by allowing oneself to be a sexual object as well, by giving pleasure
or ensuring that the pleasures of the acts are mutual. It is this kind of rec-
iprocity which forms the basis for morality in sex, which distinguishes
right acts from wrong in this area as in others. (Of course, prior to sex
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acts one must gauge their effects upon potential partners and take these
longer range interests into account.)

vl

I suggested earlier that in addition to generating confusion regarding the
rightness or wrongness of sex acts, false conceptual analyses of the means-
end form cause confusion about the value of sex to the individual. My ac-
count recognizes the satisfaction of desire and the pleasure this brings as
the central psychological function of the sex act for the individual. Sex af-
fords us a paradigm of pleasure, but not a cornerstone of value. For most
of us it is not only a needed outlet for desire but also the most enjoyable
form of recreation we know. Its value is nevertheless easily mistaken by be-
ing confused with that of love, when it is taken as essentially an expression
of that emotion. Although intense, the pleasures of sex are brief and repet-
itive rather than cumulative. They give value to the specific acts which gen-
erate them, but not the lasting kind of value which enhances one’s whole
life. The briefness of the pleasures contributes to their intensity (or per-
haps their intensity makes them necessarily brief), but it also relegates
them to the periphery of most rational plans for the good life.

By contrast, love typically develops over a long term relation; while its
pleasures may be less intense and physical, they are of more cumulative
value. The importance of love to the individual may well be central in a
rational system of value. And it has perhaps an even deeper moral signif-
icance relating to the identification with the interests of another person,
which broadens one’s possible relationships with others as well. Marriage
is again important in preserving this relation between adults and chil-
dren, which seems as important to the adults as it is to the children in
broadening concerns which have a tendency to become selfish. Sexual
desire, by contrast, is desire for another which is nevertheless essentially
self-regarding. Sexual pleasure is certainly a good for the individual, and
for many it may be necessary in order for them to function in a reason-
ably cheerful way. But it bears little relation to those other values just dis-
cussed, to which some analyses falsely suggest a conceptual connection.

VIII

While my initial analysis lacks moral implications in itself, as it should, it
does suggest by contrast a concept of sexual perversion. Since the con-
cept of perversion is itself a sexual concept, it will always be defined rel-
ative to some definition of normal sex; and any conception of the norm
will imply a contrary notion of perverse forms. The concept suggested by
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my account again differs sharply from those implied by the means-end
analyses examined above. Perversion does not represent a deviation
from the reproductive function (or kissing would be perverted), from a
loving relationship (or most sexual desire and many heterosexual acts
would be perverted), or from efficiency in communicating (or unsuc-
cessful seduction attempts would be perverted). It is a deviation from a
norm, but the norm in question is merely statistical. Of course, not all
sexual acts that are statistically unusual are perverted—a three-hour con-
tinuous sexual act would be unusual but not necessarily abnormal in the
requisite sense. The abnormality in question must relate to the form of the
desireitself in order to constitute sexual perversion; for example, desire,
not for contact with another, but for merely looking, for harming or be-
ing harmed, for contact with items of clothing. The concept of sexual ab-
normality is that suggested by my definition of normal sex in terms of its
typical desire. However, not all unusual desires qualify either, only those
with the typical physical sexual effects upon the individual who satisfies
them. These effects, such as erection in males, were not built into the
original definition of sex in terms of sexual desire, for they do not always
occur in activities that are properly characterized as sexual, say, kissing
for the pleasure of it. But they do seem to bear a closer relation to the
definition of activities as perverted. (For those who consider only geni-
tal sex sexual, we could build such symptoms into a narrower definition,
then speaking of sex in a broad sense as well as “proper” sex.)

Solomon and Nagel disagree with this statistical notion of perversion.
For them the concept is evaluative rather than statistical. I do not deny
that the term “perverted” is often used evaluatively (and purely emo-
tively for that matter), or that it has a negative connotation for the aver-
age speaker. I do deny that we can find a norm, other than that of
statistically usual desire, against which all and only activities that prop-
erly count as sexual perversions can be contrasted. Perverted sex is sim-
ply abnormal sex, and if the norm is not to be an idealized or
romanticized extraneous end or purpose, it must express the way human
sexual desires usually manifest themselves. Of course not all norms in
other areas of discourse need be statistical in this way. Physical health is
an example of a relatively clear norm which does not seem to depend
upon the numbers of healthy people. But the concept in this case
achieves its clarity through the connection of physical health with other
clearly desirable physical functions and characteristics, for example, liv-
ing longer. In the case of sex, that which is statistically abnormal is not
necessarily incapacitating in other ways, and yet these abnormal desires
with sexual effects upon their subject do count as perverted to the de-
gree to which their objects deviate from usual ones. The connotations of
the concept of perversion beyond those connected with abnormality or
statistical deviation derive more from the attitudes of those likely to call
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certain acts perverted than from specifiable features of the acts them-
selves. These connotations add to the concept of abnormality that of sub-
normality, but there is no norm against which the latter can be measured
intelligibly in accord with all and only acts intuitively called perverted.

The only proper evaluative norms relating to sex involve degrees of
pleasure in the acts and moral norms, but neither of these scales coin-
cides with statistical degrees of abnormality, according to which perver-
sion is to be measured. The three parameters operate independently
(this was implied for the first two when it was held above that the plea-
sure of sex is a good, but not necessarily a moral good). Perverted sex
may be more or less enjoyable to particular individuals than normal sex,
and more or less moral, depending upon the particular relations in-
volved. Raping a sheep may be more perverted than raping a woman,
but certainly not more condemnable morally.! It is nevertheless true
that the evaluative connotations attaching to the term “perverted” derive
partly from the fact that most people consider perverted sex highly im-
moral. Many such acts are forbidden by long standing taboos, and it is
sometimes difficult to distinguish what is forbidden from what is im-
moral. Others, such as sadistic acts, are genuinely immoral, but again
not at all because of their connection with sex or abnormality. The prin-
ciples which condemn these acts would condemn them equally if they
were common and nonsexual. It is not true that we properly could con-
tinue to consider acts perverted which were found to be very common
practice across societies. Such acts, if harmful, might continue to be con-
demned properly as immoral, but it was just shown that the immorality
of an act does not vary with its degree of perversion. If not harmful,
common acts previously considered abnormal might continue to be
called perverted for a time by the moralistic minority; but the term when
applied to such cases would retain only its emotive negative connotation
without consistent logical criteria for application. It would represent
merely prejudiced moral judgments.

To adequately explain why there is a tendency to so deeply condemn
perverted acts would require a treatise in psychology beyond the scope
of this paper. Part of the reason undoubtedly relates to the tradition of
repressive sexual ethics and false conceptions of sex; another part to the
fact that all abnormality seems to disturb and fascinate us at the same
time. The former explains why sexual perversion is more abhorrent to
many than other forms of abnormality; the latter indicates why we tend
to have an emotive and evaluative reaction to perversion in the first
place. It may be, as has been suggested according to a Freudian line,!!
that our uneasiness derives from latent desires we are loathe to admit,
but this thesis takes us into psychological issues I am not competent to
judge. Whatever the psychological explanation, it suffices to point out
here that the conceptual connection between perversion and genuine
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or consistent moral evaluation is spurious and again suggested by mis-
leading means-end idealizations of the concept of sex.

The position I have taken in this paper against those concepts is not to-
tally new. Something similar to it is found in Freud’s view of sex, which of
course was genuinely revolutionary, and in the body of writings deriving
from Freud to the present time. But in his revolt against romanticized
and repressive conceptions, Freud went too far—from a refusal to view
sex as merely a means to a view of it as the end of all human behavior, al-
though sometimes an elaborately disguised end. This pansexualism led
to the thesis (among others) that repression was indeed an inevitable and
necessary part of social regulation of any form, a strange consequence of
a position that began by opposing the repressive aspects of the means-end
view. Perhaps the time finally has arrived when we can achieve a reason-
able middle ground in this area, at least in philosophy if not in society.
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Chapter 6
SEX AND SEXUAL PERVERSION

Robert Gray

Sara Ruddick has suggested, what seems probable, that intrinsic to the
notion of perversion is that of unnaturalness.! That and only that sex-
ual activity which is unnatural is perverted. There are, of course, difficul-
ties with the notion of naturalness itself. ‘Natural’ may be used
synonymously with ‘usual’ or ‘ordinary’, in which case perversion would
appear to be entirely culturally relative. (We should have, perhaps, to ex-
cept such things as adultery, which seem to be common to virtually all
human societies.) On the other hand, ‘natural’ may be used to describe
particular activities as the outcomes of naturally occurring processes.
Ignoring the circularity in this, such a definition would have as a conse-
quence that all perversions are natural, since the fetishes of the cop-
rophiliac are as much the outcome of his natural desires and
propensities as those of the “normal” heterosexual. Even if it were ar-
gued that there has been some sort of breakdown in the control mecha-
nisms governing the behavior of the coprophiliac, still that breakdown
itself could be accounted for ultimately only by an appeal to naturally
occurring events, in this case, perhaps, biological laws. There is, how-
ever, a sense of ‘natural’ which may allow an argument such as Ruddick’s
to get off the ground.

Typically, by ‘unnatural’ we mean not just “unusual,” but something
more like “contrary to nature.” The question is, in what sense anything
may be regarded as contrary to nature. To this, the best answer would

Reprinted, with the permission of Robert Gray and the Journal of Philosophy, from jJournal
of Philosophy 75:4 (1978), pp. 189-99.
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appear to be that something is contrary to (its own) nature if it is coun-
terproductive. What this requires, of course, is that there be some end or
function of a given kind of behavior in terms of which we may say that a
particular behavior is counterproductive or contrary to its nature as an
instance of behavior of that kind, and the question is, “How do we fix
that end or function in a noncircular way?” The way Ruddick would
seem to favor, and the only way I see if we are to avoid cultural relativism,
is in terms of evolutionary theory. If, then, we are able to show that there
is some adaptive function or end that sexual activity evolved to fulfill, we
may speak of sexual activity that departs from that function and, more
clearly, of sexual activity that, by departing from that function, is mal-
adaptive, as counterproductive and, in that sense, contrary to nature or
unnatural. Thus, if reproduction is the adaption function of sexual ac-
tivity, those forms of sexual activity which are nonreproductive and,
more clearly, those which are inimical to successful reproduction (for
example, any nonreproductive sexual obsession) would be unnatural
and perverted; they would constitute, as it were, a twisting of sexual ac-
tivity away from its “natural” object or function. Put more simply, those
forms of sexual activity would be perverted which, in evolutionary terms,
are dysfunctional.

This would, in fact, seem to be Ruddick’s position. On her view, the
adaptive function or, if one prefers, the natural end of sexual activity is
reproduction, and she concludes that all and only those forms of sexual
activity which may, under normal conditions, be expected to fulfill this
end are natural (24). All others are unnatural and perverted. However,
this view raises some problems.

In the first place, one might ask how sexual activities are to be identi-
fied. If, for example, the natural function of sexual activity is reproduc-
tion, an end to which coprophilia has no relation at all, would that not
by itself be ground for suggesting that the activities of the coprophiliac
are not sexual activities at all, and so, of course, not sexual perversions?
The problem may not be one whose solution is difficult, but for our
question it is important, for in order to elucidate the notion of sexual
perversion it would seem crucial that we be able to specify just what it is
about an activity that makes it an instance of sexual activity. The cop-
rophiliac’s activities might well be perverted, but there need be nothing
about them in virtue of which they are sexually perverted. I might, for
example, have developed some sort of penchant for eating cow dung,
doubtless disgusting, doubtless nonnutritive, almost certainly perverted,
but what has this to do with sex? Clearly, if I regard the eating of manure
simply as the only means of fulfilling my appetite for food, if in other
words, I eat because I am hungry and because it tastes good or better
than the available alternatives, or, if it tastes worse, because it leaves me
feeling less hungry, my perversion is not sexual. Sexually, I might be
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entirely normal. Now the only thing I can see in this example that would
constitute it as a nonsexual form of coprophilia and the only thing
whose change could conceivably make it an example of coprophilia in
the sexual sense, is the motive assigned. Hunger is a fairly distinct, clearly
recognizable form of displeasure; as such, it gives rise, circumstances
permitting, to activities that will remove or assuage it. In the same way,
sexual desire (although, unlike hunger, it may be in itself pleasant or
partially so) is a distinct, recognizable appetite, typically unpleasant if
unfulfilled, which gives rise to activities that will remove or assuage it.

What is to be noted here is that neither hunger nor sexual desire is in
itself a desire for a particular (kind of) object. In itself, each is a feeling
which, all things considered, it would, at the time, be better not to have,
or, better, which one would, when circumstances permit, so act as to re-
move. Hunger seems to be a desire for food because, typically, it is food
that relieves it, and it is therefore food that the hungry person seeks. But
it is entirely possible that someone should develop a food fetish for the
coprolites of cattle; that is to say, it is entirely possible that, for whatever
reason, someone’s feeling of hunger might be relieved only by the in-
gestion of manure. Such a person we might well call a food pervert. But
we would not call him a sexual pervert. The difference lies in his motive.
His motive is hunger, not sex. On the other hand, if what he had eaten
gave him sexual pleasure, his perversion, and therefore his activity,
would have been sexual. Since the activities I have described here are
otherwise identical (need the coprophiliac who is sexually perverted dis-
play any overt signs of sexual excitement?), I see no other way by which
the one might be classed as sexual and the other not. Those activities, ac-
cordingly, are sexual which serve to relieve sexual feeling or, alterna-
tively put, which give rise to sexual pleasure.

Of course, it might well be objected that sexual activity does not, in
fact, serve so much to relieve, as to heighten sexual feeling (which, for
purposes of this discussion, we may take to refer, at least initially, to a
physiological state, although many emotional and cognitive states may,
and typically do, come to be intimately associated with it). The objection
has some force; however, I believe it may be fairly easily answered, for, in
much the same way, food, which typically serves to relieve hunger, may
also serve to heighten it. There is, of course, a point at which the anal-
ogy between hunger and sexual feeling breaks down, for sexual feeling
is typically relieved by intensifying it. Whereas a little food may, in some
cases, be very satisfying, a little bit of sex often leaves an individual feel-
ing less satisfied than he might otherwise have been. Accordingly, I pre-
fer to speak of sexual activity in terms of sexual pleasure. The activities
by which sexual feeling is removed are experienced as (an intensifica-
tion of) pleasurable sexual feeling. When they cease to be pleasurable,
that is to say, when the sexual feeling has been removed, the activities
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lose their specifically sexual character, and, unless there is some other
reason for continuing, the behavior ceases.

Sexual perversions, then, will be all and only those activities which are
dysfunctional (in the sense given above) in terms of sexual pleasure, or,
as Thomas Nagel expresses it, “A sexual perversion must reveal itself in
conduct that expresses an unnatural sexual preference” (9). However, as
the quotation from Nagel shows, this is not quite adequate. Perversion,
as a category, applies not only to activities, but to persons, in which case
the perversion must reveal itself in an unnatural sexual preference. There
are many sorts of activities from which we might derive sexual pleasure,
some of which are undoubtedly perverted, butitis not the fact that a per-
son might derive sexual pleasure from a given activity that makes him
perverted; it is, rather, that he desires or prefers to engage in such sex-
ual activities. We may say, accordingly, that a person will be sexually per-
verted if his sexual desires are for, or lead him to perform, activities
which, given the adaptive function(s) of sexual activity (e.g., that it ends
in reproduction), are counterproductive or maladaptive.

The definitions given here have some interesting implications, which
may be best seen by contrasting them with the views taken by Ruddick.
Ms. Ruddick is concerned, not so much with sexual perversion, as with
what she calls “better sex,” of which, on her account, pleasure, natural-
ness (nonpervertedness), and “completeness” are the three criteria
(18). As I have developed the notion of sexual activity, however, it is
clear that pleasure is a criterion not so much of better sex as of sex itself.
Those activities not serving to relieve sexual feeling, or from which no
sexual pleasure is derived, would thus not be sexual activities at all. This
at first sight seems counterintuitive, since we often speak, for example,
of a person’s not enjoying (in the sense of deriving pleasure from) sex-
ual relations with his or her spouse. In this case, the difficulty lies, I
think, with ordinary language. Sexual intercourse is thought to be,
and is spoken of as, sexual activity, because it is that activity to which sex-
ual desire paradigmatically leads. The unacceptability of the ordinary-
language criterion is best shown, however, by the fact that, if we accept
it, we are led to the unhappy conclusion that the rape victim has en-
gaged in sexual activity, although, from her point of view, the activity
may not have been sexual at all. It may make the analysis of sexual rela-
tions more difficult, but there is nothing intrinsically objectionable in
the suggestion that what is, from the point of view of one of the partici-
pants, a sexual activity, may not be so from the point of view of the other.
In fact, it would seem that ordinary language itself recognizes sexual
pleasure as a criterion of sexual activity, at least implicitly and on some
occasions. For example, ordinary persons are fond of bewailing the
amount of sex and violence shown on commercial television. Just what
constitutes sex in this case, however, is not clear, since neither nudity nor
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the portrayal of it is, in itself, a sexual activity. Were it so, the ordinary
man, it seems to me, would be forced to conclude that he engages in sex-
ual activities far more frequently than he might otherwise think, e.g., in
taking a bath or changing his clothes. The only thing I can see in this ex-
ample in virtue of which televised nudity might be called sexual is the
fact that it is intended to, and in fact does, arouse sexual feelings. The
fact that it is so intended, however, may not be crucial. To take another
example, Dr. David Reuben relates that, in the early days of the garment
industry, women found that the operation of treadle sewing machines
could be employed as a masturbatory technique,? and, to the extent that
they so employed it, I think it is clear that they would, in ordinary par-
lance, be said to be engaging in sexual activity. We must assume, how-
ever, that at some point the sexual possibilities of operating a treadle
sewing machine must have been discovered, presumably, at least in some
cases, by accident. Those women who made this discovery would then
have found themselves engaging in sexual activity quite unintentionally.
They may or may not have found this a welcome discovery, but that is
quite beside the point.

If these examples are compelling, and taken in sum I think they are, we
are forced to the conclusion that what makes an activity a sexual activity,
even in terms of ordinary language, is just the sexual nature of the plea-
sure deriving from it. Accordingly, it is quite possible that any activity
might become a sexual activity and, as the last example shows, that it might
become a sexual activity unintentionally. And, of course, it would follow
too that no activity is a sexual activity unless sexual pleasure is derived from
it. And, since no activity could be sexually perverted unless it were also a
sexual activity, the same thing would hold for sexual perversion.

Although pleasure would thus seem to enter the analysis of sexual ac-
tivity only as a matter of degree, as one means of determining the com-
parative worth, in sexual terms, of any given sexual experience, the
notion of completeness would not appear to enter at all. Ruddick, who
seems to take the notion principally from Nagel, defines it in this way:

A sex act is complete if each partner (1) allows himself to be “taken over”
by desire, which (2) is desire not merely for the other’s body but also for 7is
desire, and (3) where each desire is occasioned by a response to the part-
ner’s desire (20).

Though she offers a defense of sorts for the claim that, in a complete sex
act, the participant is “taken over” or “embodied” by his or her desire,
Ruddick would seem to have no real argument in support of the other
elements of her definition. In fact, she goes so far as to say at the end of
her discussion of completeness that “incompleteness does not disqualify
a sex act from being fully sexual” (23). Presumably, these other aspects
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of the completeness of a sex act are just accidental components, charac-
teristics which may or may not be present but which serve to make the
sex act “better” when they are. It should be noted, however, that when
Ruddick comes to discuss the contribution that completeness makes to
the sex act, itis not the sex act itself that is said to be improved. (This will
not hold for the condition of “embodiment.”) She argues, rather, that
completeness contributes to the psychological and social well-being of
the participants (29-30).

For Nagel, on the other hand, completeness would appear to be, at
least partially, constitutive of sexual activity. Completeness, on his view,
would appear to consist in a complex interaction between the desires of
the two participants (“It is important that the partner be aroused, and
not merely aroused, but aroused by the awareness of one’s desire”—16),
and he writes accordingly that

.. . this overlapping system of distinct sexual perceptions and interactions
is the basic framework of any full-fledged sexual relation and that relations
involving only part of the complex are significantly incomplete. (15)

That Nagel should have attached such significance to the notion of com-
pleteness (a perversion is, for him, simply an incomplete sex act—16) is
fairly easily explained. Nagel has incorrectly assumed that “sexual desire
is a feeling about other persons.” It “has its own content as a relation be-
tween persons.” Accordingly, “itis only by analyzing that relation that we
can understand the conditions of sexual perversion” (12). This mistake,
as has already been pointed out, is understandable and is, furthermore,
one we commonly make. Copulation is the paradigmatic object of sex-
ual desire; it is just such a relation between persons that sexual desire has
as its “characteristic object.” But it is a mistake to go from this to the view
that sexual desire has such an object as its content (or to the view that,
in the analysis of sexual activity, the nature of sexual desire is in any way
fundamental). A given desire is sexual, not because it has a particular ob-
ject, but because it arises from a particular kind of feeling. Put differ-
ently, it is the desire (or feeling) itself that is sexual, and it is in terms of
this that the activity it has as its object is perceived as a sexual activity. The
relationship is not the other way around. If it were, it would be difficult,
if not impossible, to see how many of the more exotic perversions could
be considered sexual. One might characterize an activity such as mas-
turbation (which Nagel apparently regards as a perversion—17) as sex-
ual on the basis of some sort of family relation with coital activity, but this
seems unlikely as a means of categorizing all sexual activities as sexual.
Even in the case of masturbation this approach would raise problems
(one could, for example, conceive a situation in which a person might
masturbate, while feeling nothing at all—perhaps by using anesthetic
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ointments—for reasons having nothing to do with sexual desire or grat-
ification—as part of a medical experiment, for instance. Would this ac-
tivity in that case be sexual?), but one wonders what the family
resemblance might be in the, admittedly strange, case of coprophilia de-
scribed earlier.

This, however, is not the only difficulty with Nagel’s notion of com-
pleteness, although I think it is the most serious. As Janice Moulton has
argued, both Nagel and Robert Solomon (who sees the specific content
of sexual desire in terms of interpersonal communication—sexual activ-
ity is a kind of “body language”)? have “assumed that a model of flirta-
tion and seduction constitute an adequate model of sexual behavior in
general,” whereas, as she argues, “most sexual behavior does not involve
flirtation and seduction, and . . . what characterizes flirtation and se-
duction is not what characterizes the sexual behavior of regular part-
ners.”* This itself, however, leads Moulton into difficulties. She is forced
to conclude that it is impossible to characterize sexual behavior, because
there are two kinds of it: “sexual anticipation,” which includes “flirtation,
seduction, and traditional courtship,” and “sexual satisfaction,” which
“involves sexual feelings which are increased by the other person’s
knowledge of one’s preferences and sensitivities, the familiarity of their
touch or smell or way of moving, and not by the novelty of their sexual
interest” (32). “However, anticipation and satisfaction are often di-
vorced” (32). But even this classification is too narrow, for, to the extent
that satisfaction is here defined in interpersonal terms, “the other per-
son’s knowledge . . . the familiarity of theirtouch,” etc., masturbation and
related types of sexual activities would, again, be excluded from the pos-
sible range of sexual behaviors. However, there is, as we have seen, a
means, if not of characterizing, at least of identifying behavior as sexual,
and the ground here, sexual feeling, is independent of any particular
model of sexual activity. Note that this is not equivalent to saying that, as
Solomon puts it, “sex is pure physical enjoyment” (27). To put it in
Solomon’s words again, “this enjoyment accompanies sexual activity and
its ends, but is not that activity or these ends” (26). Sexual activity may
have many ends, interpersonal communication among them, but if we
take the view that it is the end that identifies it as sexual, then we are left
squarely facing the problem that any sexual activity that does not have
that specific end is not, in fact, sexual activity or is somehow less than
fully sexual. Thus, on Solomon’s communication model, masturbation
turns out to be like “talking to yourself” and therefore “clearly secondary
to sexuality in its broader interpersonal context.” And “ ‘Unadorned sex-
ual intercourse’ . . . becomes the ultimate perversion, since it is the sex-
ual equivalent of hanging up the telephone without saying anything”
(27). One is inclined to take the view, in fact, that, if Solomon has con-
centrated too narrowly on one model of sexuality, it is not that of antic-
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ipation, but of satisfaction. Like most men, Solomon seems to be fully
persuaded of the fundamental role of genital-genital intercourse (which
is entirely satisfactory from a male point of view) in human sexuality.
There is evidence, however, to show that, at least from the female point
of view, it is not (this sort of) intercourse, but masturbation that is cru-
cial.> This may, of course, take place in an interpersonal context, and it
may be preferable when it does. All it shows is that our models must not
be so constructed as to exclude it.

k) ok ok

What the foregoing discussion will show is that the classification of a
given (type of) sexual behavior as perverted is purely descriptive. Which
activities are and are not perverted will depend on what we ultimately
discover the natural adaptive function of sexual activity to be, and this is
a question whose answer must be given by the scientist whose business it
is to study such things. Of course, if reproduction were, as some think,
the sole function of sexual activity, the scientist would have no further
questions to ask about the matter, and all nonreproductive sexual activ-
ity might correctly be described as perverted. However, it would seem
that this is not the case. “Reproduction” is, as Nagel claims, a biological
concept. As such, it includes such biological functions as conception,
gestation, and birth, and, if men were fruit flies, sexual behavior might
have been just that behavior minimally sufficient to ensure reproduction
in this limited sense. Copulation, then, might have been enough to en-
sure conception; conception, enough to ensure gestation; and gestation,
enough to ensure birth. The fact is, however (and the world may or may
not be better off for it), that men are not fruit flies, and reproduction in
man includes far more than just the production of new individuals. Re-
productive activity in man must be construed as the sum of all those ac-
tivities minimally necessary to bring those new individuals themselves to
reproductive maturity. Among other things, this would seem to include
the formation and maintenance of well-organized, stable societies and
the establishment and maintenance of fairly stable male-female repro-
ductive pairs. Since the latter would seem ultimately to depend on sex-
ual attraction and since there is substantial evidence to show that many
characteristics of human sexual behavior contribute as well to the for-
mer, it would seem probable at least that maintenance of that degree
(and kind) of social organization and stability requisite to the mainte-
nance of human society is a function that human sexual behavior has
evolved to fulfill, and, if this is so, it is clear that the range of nonper-
verted sexual activity will be much broader than it has traditionally been
taken to be. It may turn out, too, that the natural adaptive functions of
human sexual activity are not culturally independent. In this case, a be-
havior that is maladaptive in one society may not be so in another. Thus,
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for example, male homosexual behavior may be maladaptive in a society
with a high ratio of females to males and a birth rate too low to make the
society viable. In another society, however, where the sex ratios are re-
versed, male homosexual behavior, by reducing sexual rivalry, might be
adaptive. A similar argument would serve to demonstrate the possible
adaptive character of such activities as masturbation, whatever the tech-
niques used, including “intercourse with . . . inanimate objects,” which
Nagel classes as a perversion. We could, perhaps, say then that variabil-
ity of sexual objects is a natural characteristic, or natural adaptive func-
tion, of human sexual desire and that, where it contributes to (or, at
least, does not detract from) the maintenance of the over-all social or-
der, or to the long-term viability of society, such variability is adaptive
(or, at least, not maladaptive) and nonperverted.

Of course, it may well be that, as many stalwarts claim, all and only
those sexual activities traditionally approved in our society are natural
(or adaptive) and nonperverted, and what the discussion so far will show
is that those who agitate against the increasing sexual permissiveness of
contemporary society on the ground that it is destructive of the family,
presumably the bulwark of modern social institutions, are at least on the
right track. However, if the view of the nature of sexual perversion taken
here is correct, to uphold the claim that such practices are sexually per-
verted, it will be necessary to show that societies that encourage diver-
gent sexual behaviors are, for that reason, substantially less viable than
our own (since evolutionary theory regards the reproductive group
rather than the individual, it should be noted, too, that a particular prac-
tice detrimental to a given group or institution may benefit the society as
awhole), or that our own society, with its peculiar institutions, would be
made substantially less viable, and not merely different, if it permitted or
encouraged other sexual practices. In any case, the judgment whether
or not a given activity is sexually perverted, to the extent that it is prop-
erly an answer to the factual question whether the behavior is or is not
consonant with the natural adaptive function(s) of sexual activity, would
be descriptive and nonevaluative and need not, therefore, carry any
moral connotations.

This, of course, is not to say that sexual perversion is not immoral. In
fact, depending on the moral view we take, there may well be ground for
claiming that any and all sexual perversion is immoral. For example, one
might adopt a moral view according to which the natural is the moral.
This would not automatically brand sexual perversion as immoral, since
it may be the case, as we have seen, that human sexual activity is naturally
variable. If, however, this theory were cast in evolutionary terms, so that
natural is taken to mean the naturally adaptive function of given behav-
ior, sexual perversion would, by definition, be immoral. I am not myself
inclined to such a moral view. I am, rather, inclined to take a somewhat
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Hobbesian view, according to which morality is the sum of those rules
minimally necessary to social cohesion. On this view, all sexual activities
that are perverted by virtue of the fact that they disrupt the cohesiveness
of society, assuming social cohesion is a natural function of human sex-
ual activity, would be immoral. But it should be noted that this judgment
is logically independent of the judgment that those activities are per-
verted. One might, therefore, make the suggestion, since ‘perversion’
has acquired such a strong pejorative connotation in our society, that
the term be dropped from our sexual vocabulary altogether. Other
clearer and less emotive terms may just as easily be substituted for it.

But, whatever the moral implications, this much seems clear. If we
have correctly defined what it is for behavior to be sexually perverted
and, in that sense, “contrary to nature,” as any practice or activity from
which sexual pleasure is derived and which, given the natural adaptive
function(s) of sexual activity, is counterproductive or maladaptive, we
will at least have succeeded in putting the question, “What specific ac-
tivities are and are not perverted?” in terms amenable to investigation by
the behavioral sciences. In such questions as these, no more really can
be asked of the philosopher.
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Chapter 7

MASTURBATION: CONCEPTUAL AND
ETHICAL MATTERS

Alan Soble

This vice, which shame and timidity find so convenient, has a particular at-

traction for lively imaginations. It allows them to dispose, so to speak, of the

whole female sex at their will, and to make any beauty who tempts them

serve their pleasure without the need of first obtaining her consent.
—Jean-Jacques Rousseau!

My philosophical writing on masturbation has a long history. The first piece I wrote on
the topic, “Sexual Desire and Sexual Objects,” was a paper I presented, not long out of
graduate school, at the Pacific Division meetings of the American Philosophical Associa-
tion (held in San Francisco, March 1978). Soon after that I published an essay on the topic,
“Masturbation,” which appeared in Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 61 (1980): 233-44. I re-
sisted the kind advice of the editors of the journal to alter the title; they reasonably feared
that some readers would unfairly take its title to be descriptive of the essay’s content. (The
essay has been reprinted, unchanged, in Igor Primoratz, ed., Human Sexuality [Dartmouth
Publishing Co., 1997], 139-150.) A greatly revised, mostly new, version of that early essay,
“Masturbation and Sexual Philosophy,” was included eleven years later in the second edi-
tion of The Philosophy of Sex: Contemporary Readings (1991). I continued to read and think
about masturbation and sexuality and the results of my additional research emerged in Sex-
ual Investigations (New York University Press, 1996), chap. 2, 59-110. Part of that chapter,
of course revised, was included the next year as “Masturbation” in the third edition of The
Philosophy of Sex (1997); it was further changed in various ways to form the less technical
“Philosophies of Masturbation,” which is to appear in Martha Cornog, ed., Self-Love/Self-
Abuse (Down There Press). The article included in this fourth edition of Philosophy of Sex is
an amalgam, modification, correction, and expansion of some of the work mentioned in
this note. For more ruminations on the issues discussed in this paper, see my The Philoso-
phy of Sex and Love: An Introduction (St. Paul, Minn.: Paragon House, 1998).

67



68 Alan Soble

[I]f your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is bet-
ter for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into
hell.

—Jesus [Matthew 5:30]

Masturbation mocks, even “deconstructs,” the categories and con-
cepts of both our everyday (ordinary) and technical (scientific)
sexual discourses. Masturbation, like sex that can occur in a good mar-
riage or with an admired and intimate lover, is sex with someone I care
about and to whose satisfaction and welfare I am devoted. Masturbation
is incestuous, since it happens with someone to whom I am blood-
related, someone within my own family. If I am married, my masturbat-
ing is adulterous, since it is sex with someone who is not my spouse, to
whom I am not married. Masturbation is homosexual: a man sexually
pleases a man or a woman sexually pleases a woman. Masturbation is
pederastic, when it is engaged in by a youngster. Masturbation is sex we
occasionally fall into inadvertently or nonconsciously (“if you shake it
more than twice, you’re playing with it”), and hence masturbation is sex
that is not completely voluntary or consensual; it is not quite against my
will, yet not fully with my will either. And masturbation with fantasies—
to rely on Rousseau’s insight—is the promiscuous rape of every man,
woman, or beast to whom I take a fancy. Given the queer nature of mas-
turbation, it is no wonder that we advertise our marriages and brag
about our affairs and conquests, but silently keep our masturbatory prac-
tices to ourselves. The sexual revolution has made having sex and living
together outside matrimony perfectly socially acceptable; it has encour-
aged the toleration, if not also the celebration, of homosexual lifestyles;
it has even breathed respectable life into the colorful practices of the
sons and daughters of the Marquis de Sade.? But to call a man a jerk off
is still strongly derogatory (and an accusation that masturbating women
somehow avoid). Masturbation, at least the male variety, is the black
sheep of the family of sex,? scorned, as we shall see, by both the Right
and the Left.

The Concept

Conceptual questions about masturbation arise when we critically ex-
amine the paradigm or central case: a person in a private place or space
manually rubs the penis or clitoris and eventually reaches an orgasm
(perhaps aided by fantasy, pornography, or by nothing at all). But most
of the salient features of the paradigm case are conceptually unneces-
sary. (1) One can masturbate in the crowded waiting room of a bus ter-
minal (hardly a private space), with erect penis displayed for all to see or
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with fingers conspicuously rubbing the clitoris. (Of course, this mastur-
batory behavior might lead to being arrested by the police.) (2) The
hands do not have to be used, as long as the sexually sensitive areas of
the body can be pressed against a suitably shaped object of comfortable
composition: the back of a horse or its saddle, the seat of a bicycle or mo-
torcycle, a rug or pillows. (3) Orgasm need not be attained for the act to
be masturbatory, nor need orgasm even be the goal. Prolonged sexual
pleasure itself is often the point of masturbation, pleasure that can be
curtailed by the orgasm, which might occur too soon. (4) The clitoris or
penis need not receive the most or any attention. There are other sexu-
ally sensitive areas one can touch and press for masturbatory pleasure:
the anus, nipples, thighs, and lips. What little remains in the paradigm
case of masturbation does seem necessary, however: (5) the person who,
by touching or pressing the sexually sensitive areas of the body causally
produces the sensations, is exactly the same person who experiences
them. The rubber is the rubbed. On this account, the “solitary vice” of
“self-abuse” looks logically reflexive.

But mutual masturbation would be conceptually impossible if mastur-
bation were logically solitary, and we have a paradigm case of mutual mas-
turbation: two persons rubbing each other between the legs (which act we
do often call “mutual masturbation”). Now, if it is conceptually possible
for two persons Xand Y to masturbate each other, it must also be concep-
tually possible for X to masturbate Y, while Y simply relaxes and receives
this attention, not doing anything to or for X. For example, to give to an-
other person, or to receive from another person, what is sometimes called
a “hand job” is to engage in a masturbatory sexual act.* “To masturbate,”
then, is both an intransitive and a transitive verb or concept. Similarly, I
can, conceptually, both respect (or deceive) myself and respect (or de-
ceive) another person. Reflexivity, then, may be a sufficient condition, but
it does not seem to be necessary, for a sexual act to be masturbatory.

But, if so, an analytic problem arises: explaining why mutual masturba-
tion s masturbation. This turns out to be a difficult task. For example, say-
ing that the paradigm case of mutual masturbation and the two-person
hand job are masturbatory just because they are sexual acts that involve
the hands and genitals is awkward. We would end up claiming that all
solitary sex acts are masturbatory, even those that do not involve the
hands and the genitals, while paired sexual acts are masturbatory exactly
when they do involve the hands and the genitals. This seems arbitrary
and ad hoc. Further, on this view, X’s tweaking her own nipples when she
is alone is masturbatory, ¥’s doing it to or for X when they are together
is nmot masturbatory, yet ¥’s manually tweaking X’s clitoris is masturba-
tory. These implications are chaotic; there must be (we optimistically
hope) a better way to differentiate paired masturbatory from paired
nonmasturbatory sexual acts, if there is a distinction at all.
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One way to distinguish paired masturbatory sexual acts (that is, mu-
tual masturbation) from paired nonmasturbatory sexual acts might be to
contrast sexual acts that do not involve any insertion and those that do.
The idea is that without the bodily insertion of something, somewhere,
no mixing together of two fleshes occurs, and the participants in some
sense remain isolated in their private place (the way the solitary mastur-
bator carries out his or her sexual activity). On this view, the paradigm
case of mutual masturbation, in which the persons rub each other be-
tween the legs, and the two-person hand job, both turn out to be mas-
turbatory because no insertion occurs. And male-female coitus and
male-male anal coitus would not be masturbatory because they do in-
volve insertion. Further, on this view, X’s fellating Yis not a case of mas-
turbation, which seems correct, and the view plausibly implies that coitus
between a human male and a female animal (a sheep), or between a hu-
man female and a male animal (a dog), is not masturbatory (assuming
that the man or the woman is not engaged in a solitary activity if an ani-
mal is involved). These sexual acts are not masturbatory because some
sort of insertion occurs. The view also implies that frottage in a crowded
subway car is masturbatory, even though it requires the presence of an-
other person, the unwilling victim, and that tribadism is a mutually mas-
turbatory sexual activity, because there is no insertion in either case. But
distinguishing between paired masturbatory and paired nonmasturba-
tory sexual activity by referring to acts that do not and acts that do
involve insertion is inadequate. In the paradigm case of mutual mastur-
bation, insertion of one person’s fingers into the vagina of the other per-
son might very well occur, and the fact that some insertion takes place
would not seem to imply that the act was no longer mutual masturba-
tion. To appreciate the point another way, consider cunnilingus. This
sexual act might or might not involve insertion, in this case of the
tongue, lips, or nose into another person’s vagina. To claim that cun-
nilingus is masturbatory when and only when it does not involve inser-
tion implies that one continuous act of cunnilingus would change from
not masturbatory to masturbatory and back again often within a few min-
utes. That, too, is a chaotic and counterintuitive implication. And what
about a male who punctures a hole in a watermelon to make room for
his erect penis, or a female who reaches for her g-spot with a zucchini in-
side her vagina? These acts are masturbatory yet involve insertion of a
genital organ into something or of something into a genital organ.

Some of these problem examples can be avoided by narrowing what
counts as an “insertion.” Masturbation might be characterized more
specifically as sexual activity not involving the insertion of a real penis
into a hole or cavity of a living being. Then the problem caused by the
watermelon and the zucchini examples mentioned above is solved. But
it seems to follow that all paired lesbian sexuality, which does not involve
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a penis, is masturbatory,® while many paired sexual acts (oral sex, anal
coitus) engaged in by male homosexuals are not masturbatory. This con-
clusion doesn’t make any sense at all. Were we to decide, for which there
is good reason, that a male having intercourse with a sheep is, after all,
engaging in a masturbatory act—that is, if we perceive no significant dif-
ference between this bestial sexual act and a man’s rubbing his penis
with a pair of woman’s panties (using “solitary” to mean being away from
other people)—we could define masturbation even more specifically as
sexual activity not involving the insertion of a real penis into a hole or
cavity of a human being. This refined, scholastic account of masturba-
tion is literally phallocentric in characterizing sexual acts with reference
to the male organ. As a result, the analysis implies an implausible con-
ceptual double standard: fellatio, oral sex done on a male (whether by a
male or a female), is not masturbatory, but cunnilingus, oral sex done
on a female (by a male or a female), is always masturbatory. An evalua-
tivedouble standard looms when to this analysis the usual disparagement
of masturbation is added: fellatio is “real sex,” cunnilingus is a fraud,
merely masturbation. This refined view (which is sexist but not hetero-
sexist, because its point does not depend on the sex or gender of the fel-
lator) is similar to the claim (which is heterosexist but not necessarily
sexist) that the paradigm case of a natural, normal, acceptable, or
proper sexual act is male-female coitus. What is conceptually and nor-
matively emphasized in this latter view—the most specific we can get
about “insertion”—is the insertion of a real penis not into any hole of a
human being, but its insertion into a particular hole, the vagina. This
view suggests that masturbation should be understood as any sexual act
thatis not procreative in its form or potential, whether solitary or paired.
Socially, biologically, or theologically useless sexual acts, those that do
not aim at, or do not have at least the potential of, perpetuating the
species, and whose purpose is, instead, only or primarily to produce
pleasure for the participant(s), are masturbatory. If so, our sexual lives
contain a lot more masturbation than we had thought. Maybe, as we shall
see, this is the right conclusion to draw, that most of our paired sexual
acts (in addition to our solitary sexual acts) are masturbatory, but we
would like more convincing grounds for it. Maybe, also, we should aban-
don the attempt to distinguish paired masturbatory from paired non-
masturbatory sexual acts, and jettison the notion of “mutual mastur-
bation” from our sexual discourse as being archaic, misleading, and a
misnomer. But let us stubbornly press forward.

There is usually a clear distinction between solitary and paired sexual
activity, and to this extent, at least, there is a clear way to identify some
masturbatory sexual acts. But suppose a person X is engaging in some
sexual activity with another person Y, and X’s arousal is sustained during
this physical interaction by X’s having private fantasies. This sexual act is
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solitary and hence masturbatory in the sense that Y is absent from X's
sexual consciousness. It is as if Xwere really alone. That which would be
arousing X during solitary masturbation (X’s fantasies) is doing the same
thing for X while X rubs his penis or her clitoris on or with Y’s body in-
stead of with X’s own hand. Paired sex, then, even heterosexual genital
intercourse, might be seen as masturbation pure and simple, depending
on certain “mental” components of the sexual act. Consider, further,
that under certain descriptions of paired sexual activity, no difference
exists between it and solitary masturbation. Listen to the young, preco-
cious, helpful Alexander Portnoy offer his cheating father an exculpat-
ing redescription of adultery:

What after all does it consist of? You put your dick some place and moved
it back and forth and stuff came out the front. So, Jake, what’s the big deal?®

Adulterous coitus is redescribed, defined “downward,” as if it were soli-
tary masturbation: you put your penis someplace—in your fist—and
move it back and forth until it ejaculates. Portnoy’s sarcasm also suggests
why there is no essential difference between mutual masturbation and
heterosexual genital or homosexual (or heterosexual) anal intercourse:
every paired sexual act is masturbatory because the mutual rubbing of
sensitive areas, the friction of skin against skin, that occurs during mu-
tual masturbation is, from a physical perspective, the same as the mutual
rubbing of skin against skin that occurs during coitus. The only differ-
ence is that different parts of the body or patches of skin may be involved
in the rubbings; but, of course, no one patch or set of patches of skin has
any sexual privilege over any other. Further, there is only one difference
between solitary and paired masturbation or between solitary sexual ac-
tivity and any type of paired sexual activity: the number of people who
accomplish these same physical rubbings. We might now have a better
reason for concluding that all sex is masturbatory.

Reflecting on what Immanuel Kant has written on human sexuality
may be useful here. For Kant, sexual interaction by its nature involves
one person merely using another person for the sake of achieving sex-
ual pleasure:

[TThere is no way in which a human being can be made an Object of in-
dulgence for another except through sexual impulse. . . . Sexual love . . . by
itself . . . is nothing more than appetite. Taken by itself it is a degradation
of human nature. . . . [A]s an Object of appetite for another a person be-
comes a thing.”

Kant is not asserting the physical indistinguishability of mutual mastur-
bation and other paired sexual acts. He is suggesting that the desire in-
volved in all sexual activity is the desire to get sexual pleasure for oneself
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through the vehicle of the other’s body and the other’s compliance with
one’s wishes, and that the other person is just a means for the satisfac-
tion of this desire. (Solitary masturbation would involve the desire to get
sexual pleasure for oneself by using one’s own body, or oneself, as a
thing.) In portraying all sexual acts as by their nature objectifying and in-
strumental, Kant makes us wonder: Is not celibacy required? Kant an-
swers in the negative:

The sole condition on which we are free to make use of our sexual desire
depends upon the right to dispose over the person as a whole. . . . [I] ob-
tain these rights over the whole person . . . [o]nly by giving that person the
same rights over the whole of myself. This happens only in marriage. . . . In
this way the two persons become a unity of will. . . . Thus sexuality leads to
aunion . . . and in that union alone its exercise is possible.?

I do not think that Kant is claiming that the marital pledge assures that
even though the spouses are a means to each other’s sexual pleasure in
the marriage bed, they do not treat each other merely as means to their
sexual pleasure but also as ends, as persons to whom respect and con-
sideration are due during sex, as well as before and after. Perhaps, in-
stead, Kant justifies marital sexual acts by abolishing the conceptual
possibility of instrumentality altogether; by literally uniting two persons
into one person by marriage, he makes the sexual use of one person by
another conceptually impossible.? I do not think that this is what Kant
had in mind.!% But if this view is right, Kant would in effect be justifying
sexual activity in marriage by reducing or equating it to solitary mastur-
bation, the sexual activity of a single, even if metaphysically larger or
more complex, person.!!

Kant’s notion (if itis Kant’s) that the marital union of two persons into
one person cleanses sexuality of instrumentality apparently has two rad-
ical implications: that marriage between two homosexual persons would
similarly cleanse same-sex sexuality!? and that masturbation must be per-
missible. Kant himself, however, resists both implications, asserting that
masturbation and homosexuality are immoral because they are crimina
carnis contra naturam:

[O]nanism . . . is abuse of the sexual faculty without any object. . . . By it
man sets aside his person and degrades himself below the level of animals.
... [IIntercourse between sexus homogenii . . . too is contrary to the ends of
humanity; for the end of humanity in respect of sexuality is to preserve the
species.!?

Kant culminates his denouncement of these sexual aberrations nastily:
“He,” the masturbator or the homosexual, “no longer deserves to be a
person.”
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Kant has not provided a criterion for distinguishing paired masturba-
tory from paired nonmasturbatory sexual activity (quite the opposite, ac-
tually). Nor was that an issue that concerned him. But Kant’s thought
suggests a criterion that concedes to Portnoy the physical similarity of
solitary masturbation, mutual masturbation, and paired intercourse,
and focuses instead on a mental, or attitudinal, difference: sexual activity
between two persons, each of whom is concerned not only (or not at all)
with her or his own sexual pleasure but also (or only) with the sexual
pleasure of the other person, is not masturbatory (no matter what phys-
ical acts they engage in), while sexual activity in which a person is con-
cerned solely with her or his own pleasure is masturbatory. Conceiving
of and treating another person merely as a means to the satisfaction of
one’s sexual desires might be, as argued throughout Kant’s ethical writ-
ings, an important mark of the immoral. Here it is being regarded, in-
stead, as the criterion of the masturbatory. This view implies, plausibly,
that inconsiderate husbands and rapists are the authors of masturbatory
acts. It also implies that mutual masturbation is not masturbatory, as
long as the touches are meant to produce sexual pleasure not only for
the toucher but also for the one being touched.

A weakness of this Kant-inspired analysis is that it does not sufficiently
keep distinct the definition and the evaluation of masturbation, for if we
assume the correctness of Kantian ethics, to call a sexual act masturba-
tory without also condemning it morally or raising doubts about its
moral status would be difficult if not impossible. It is philosophically de-
sirable that the mere definition of masturbation should not entail a neg-
ative (or positive) moral judgment about it. One solution to this tangle
is to reject Kantian ethics (as, after all, many do), while retaining a Kant-
inspired definition of masturbation. This might entail that not all selfish,
self-centered, or self-interested paired sexual acts are for that reason
alone immoral, even if they are for that reason alone masturbatory. What
seems to lie at the heart of masturbation on this Kant-inspired account
is the effort to bring about sexual pleasure for the self—full stop. Itis not
part of the core idea of masturbation, then, that masturbation is solitary;
for the attempt to produce sexual pleasure for the self might causally in-
volve other people, animals, the whole universe. Hence that masturba-
tion is logically reflexive—Xacts on himself or herself to produce sexual
pleasure for X—must not be taken to entail that masturbation is “soli-
tary.” Acting on oneself does not exclude, that is, acting on oneself by
acting on others. In light of the kind of physical creatures we are, at-
tempting to please the self by acting on oneself is easier, even if not al-
ways successful. Because our own bodies are handy, and usually more
accessible than the bodies of others, we misleadingly associate mastur-
bation entirely with one form of it, the case in which X touches and sex-
ually pleases X. But the attempt to produce one’s own pleasure can
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involve other people. Solitary and paired sexual acts are masturbatory,
then, to the extent that the actor attempts to produce pleasure for the
actor; paired sexual activity is not masturbatory when one person (or
both?) attempts to produce pleasure for the other. This notion of mas-
turbation is descriptive, not normative; by itself, it neither praises nor
condemns masturbation. But I am not convinced that all the maneuver-
ing that is required philosophically to make this Kant-inspired criterion
of masturbation hang together is worth it. Maybe the philosophy of sex
would benefit from simply abandoning the idea that there is such a thing
as mutual masturbation.

Fulfilling Desire

Three contemporary philosophical accounts of sexuality, proffered by
thinkers within the sexually liberal tradition, yield the conclusions that
solitary masturbation is not a sexual activity at all (Alan Goldman), is
perverted sexuality (Thomas Nagel), or is “empty” sexuality (Robert
Solomon). These conclusions are surprising, given the pedigree of these
philosophers.!* I propose to take a careful look at their claims and
arguments.

Let’s begin with Alan Goldman’s definitions of sexual desire and sexual
activity:1

[S]exual desire is desire for contact with another person’s body and for the
pleasure which such contact produces; sexual activity is activity which tends
to fulfill such desire of the agent. (40)

On Goldman’s view, sexual desire is strictly the desire for the pleasure of
physical contact itself, nothing else, and so does not include a compo-
nent desire for, say, things such as love, communication, emotional ex-
pression, or progeny. Goldman thus takes himself to be offering a
liberating analysis of sexuality that does not tether sex normatively or
conceptually to love, the emotions, or procreation. But while advocating
the conceptual and normative superiority of his notion of “plain sex,”
Goldman apparently forgot that masturbation needed protection from
the same, usually conservative, philosophy that requires sexual activity to
occur within a loving marriage or to be procreative in form or potential
in order for it to be morally acceptable. On Goldman’s analysis, solitary
masturbation is not a sexual activity to begin with, for it does not “tend
to fulfill” sexual desire, that is, the desire for contact with another per-
son’s body. Solitary masturbation, on this view, is quite unlike mutual
masturbation, which does tend to fulfill the desire for contact, since it
does involve the desired contact and hence is fully sexual. Goldman
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seems not to be troubled that in his view solitary masturbation is not a
sexual act. But it is funny that masturbation is, for Goldman, not sexual,
for the conservative philosophy that he rejects could reply to his account
somewhat like this: by reducing sexuality entirely to the meaningless de-
sire for the pleasure of physical contact (“meaningless” since divorced
from love, marriage, commitment, and procreation), what Goldman has
analyzed as being the sexual is merely a form of masturbation, even if it
occurs between two people.

The vague “tends to fulfill” in Goldman’s analysis of sexual activity pre-
sents problems. Goldman intended, I think, a narrow causal reading of
this phrase: actually touching another person’s body is a sexual act just
because by the operation of a simple mechanism the act fulfills the de-
sire for that contact and its pleasure. The qualification “tends to” func-
tions to allow, for example, bungled kisses to count as sexual acts, even
though they did not do what they were intended to do. Kisses “tend to
fulfill” desire in the sense that they normally and effectively produce
pleasure, prevented from doing so only by the odd interfering event (the
braces get tangled; the hurrying lips land on the chin). The qualification
also functions to allow disappointing sexual activity, which does not
bring what anticipation promised, to count as sex. In this sense of “tends
to fulfill,” solitary masturbation is not sex. Suppose that X sexually de-
sires Y, but Y declines X’s invitations, and so X masturbates thinking
about Y. Goldman’s view is not that X’s masturbation satisfies X’s desire
for contact with Yat least a little bit and hence is a sexual act, even if an
inefficient one. X’s solitary masturbation is not a sexual act at all, despite
the sexual pleasure it yields for X, unlike the not pleasurable but still sex-
ual bungled kiss. X’s masturbation cannot “tend to fulfill” X’s desire for
contact with Y, since that contact is excluded.

Suppose we read “tends to fulfill” in a causally broader way. Then giv-
ing money to a prostitute—the act of taking bills out of a wallet and
handing them to her—might be a sexual act (even if no sexual arousal
accompanies the act), because doing so allows the patron to (tend to)
fulfill his desire for contact with her body. Handing over $100 would be
a more efficient sexual act than handing over a ten. Even on this broader
reading, however, solitary masturbation would not be a sexual activity;
despite the causal generosity, masturbation is still precluded from ful-
filling sexual desire in Goldman’s sense. (For similar reasons, someone
masturbating while looking at erotic photographs is not engaged in a
sexual act.) Indeed, solitary masturbation would be a contrasexual act,
on Goldman’s view, if the more X masturbates, the less time, energy, or
interest X has for fulfilling the desire for contact with someone else’s
body.

Goldman does, though, acknowledge one sense in which solitary mas-
turbation is a sexual activity:
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Voyeurism or viewing a pornographic movie qualifies as a sexual activity,
but only as an imaginative substitute for the real thing (otherwise a devia-
tion from the norm as expressed in our definition). The same is true of
masturbation as a sexual activity without a partner. (42)

AsIread Goldman, he seems to be claiming that masturbation done for
its own sake, done only for the specific pleasure it yields, is not sexual,
since it is not connected with a desire for contact with another person’s
body. On his view, masturbation is a sexual act only when done as a sub-
stitute for the not available “real thing.” But on what grounds could he
claim that masturbation’s being an “imaginative substitute” for a sexual
act makes it a sexual act? In general, being a substitute for a certain kind
of act does not make something an occurrence of that kind of act. To eat
soy burger as a beef substitute in a vegetarian restaurant is not to eat
hamburger, even if the soy burger tastes exactly like hamburger. Eating
a hamburger as a substitute for the sex I want but cannot have does not
make my going to Burger King a sexual event, not even if out of frustra-
tion I gorge myself on burgers and fries as compensation.

Given Goldman’s analyses of sexual desire and activity, the claim that
masturbation done for its own sake is not sexual makes sense. If the soli-
tary masturbator desires the pleasure of physical contact, and mastur-
bates trying (in vain) to get that pleasure, the act, by a stretch, is sexual,
because it at least involves genuine sexual desire. By contrast, if the mas-
turbator wants only to experience pleasurable genital sensations, then
the masturbator does not have sexual desire in Goldman’s sense, and ac-
tivity engaged in to fulfill this (on his view) nonsexual desire is not sex-
ual activity. But now we have a different problem: what are we to call the
act of this masturbator? In what category does it belong, if not the sex-
ual? Note that Goldman argues (41), along the same lines, that if a par-
ent’s desire to cuddle a baby, to have some physical contact with it, is
only a desire (for example) to show affection and not a desire for the
pleasure of physical contact itself, then the parent’s act is not sexual.
Goldman seems to assume that if the desire that causes or leads to an act
is not sexual, then neither is the act sexual. But if so, a woman who per-
forms fellatio on a man just for the money she gets from doing so is not
performing a sexual act. It does not fulfill the sexual desire “of the
agent,” for, like the baby-cuddling parent, she has no sexual desire to be-
gin with. Thus the prostitute’s contribution to fellatio must be called, in-
stead, a “rent paying” or “food gathering” act, since it tends to fulfill her
desires to have shelter and eat. Actually, this is an interesting idea, that
we should classify an act in part by its motive and not only in terms of its
physical characteristics. Still, what Goldman’s account implies about a
prostitute’s participation in a sexual act—it is not sexual, because it is
not tied to the appropriate desire—is counterintuitive, flying in the face
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of common definitions of prostitution as having sex in exchange for
money. What the prostitute does is to pay the rent by engaging in sex.

Completeness

Thomas Nagel designed his theory of sexuality in order to distinguish, in
human sexuality, between the natural and the unnatural (or the per-
verted).!® Human sexuality differs from animal sexuality in the role
played by a spiral phenomenon that depends on our consciousness. Sup-
pose (1) Xlooks at Y or hears Y’s voice or smells Y’s hair—that is, X
“senses” Y—and as a result becomes sexually aroused. Also suppose (2)
Y senses X, too, and as a result becomes aroused. Xand Y are at the ear-
liest or lowest stage of human sexual interaction: the animal level of
awareness and arousal. But if (3) Xbecomes aroused further by noticing
(“sensing”) that Y is aroused by sensing X, and (4) Y becomes further
aroused by noticing that X is aroused by sensing Y, then X and Y have
reached a level of distinctively natural human sexuality. Higher itera-
tions of the pattern are also psychologically characteristic of human sex-
uality: (5) Xis aroused even further by noticing (4), thatis, Yhas become
further aroused by noticing that X has been aroused by sensing Y. We
might express Nagel’s view of human sexuality this way: when Xsenses ¥
at the purely animal stage of sexual interaction, X is in X’s own con-
sciousness a subject and only a subject of a sexual experience; while Yis
for Xat this stage only an object of sexual attention. When X advances to
the distinctively human level of sexuality, by noticing that Yis aroused by
sensing X, X then becomes in X’s own consciousness also an object (X
sees himself or herself through the eyes—through the desire and
arousal—of Y), and so at this level X experiences X as both subject and
object. If Y, too, progresses up the spiral, ¥’s consciousness also recog-
nizes Y as both subject and object. For Nagel, consciousness of oneself as
both subject and objectin a sexual interaction marks it as “complete,” as psy-
chologically natural.

Nagel’s theory, because it is about natural sexuality and not about the
essence (or the definition) of the sexual, does not entail that masturba-
tion is not sexual. However, the judgment that solitary masturbation is
perverted seems to follow from Nagel’s account. Mutual masturbation
can, but solitary masturbation cannot, exhibit the completeness of nat-
ural sexuality; it lacks the combination of an awareness of the embodi-
ment of another person and an awareness of being sensed as embodied,
in turn, by that person. This explains, apparently, why Nagel claims that
“narcissistic practices”—which for him seem to include solitary mastur-
bation—are “stuck at some primitive version of the first stage” (17) of
the spiral of arousal; “narcissistic practices” are sexually perverted be-
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cause they are “truncated or incomplete versions of the complete con-
figuration” (16). However, there is a world of difference between nar-
cissism in some special, technical sense and solitary masturbation, so
even if looking upon one’s own body in a mirror with delight is a sexual
perversion, a theorist of sex should not feel compelled for that reason to
judge perverted the prosaic practice of solitary masturbation. Nagel also
claims that shoe fetishism is perverted (9); “intercourse with . . . inani-
mate objects” is incomplete (17). But just because shoe fetishism might
be a sexual perversion that involves masturbation, a theory of sex need
not also conclude that shoeless masturbation is perverted.

A case can be made that the nature of sexual fantasy allows masturba-
tion to be complete enough to be natural in Nagel’s sense, and hence
not a sexual perversion. Consider someone who is masturbating while
looking at erotic photographs. This sexual act avoids incompleteness in-
sofar as the person is aroused not only by sensing the model’s body (the
animal level), but by being aware of the model’s intention to arouse the
viewer or by sensing her real or feigned arousal (the human level), as
much as these things are captured by the camera (or read into the pho-
tograph by the masturbator). Completeness seems not to require that
X’s arousal as a result of X’s awareness of Y’s arousal occur at the same
time as Y’s arousal. Nor does completeness require that X and Y be in
the same place: X and Y can cause each other pleasure by talking over
the telephone, ascending without any trouble into the spiral of arousal.
Further, if X masturbates while fantasizing, sans photograph, about an-
other person, Xmight be aroused by the intentions expressed or arousal
experienced by the imagined partner. (Nagel does say [14] that Xmight
become aroused in response to a “purely imaginary” Y, but does not ex-
plain this observation or explore its implications.) A masturbator can
imagine, conjure up, these details and experience heightened pleasure
as a result. If the masturbator is aroused not only by sensing, in imagi-
nation, the other’s body, but aroused also by noticing (having created
the appropriate fantasy) that the other is aroused by sensing X, then X
can be conscious of X as both subject and object, which is the mark of
complete, and hence not perverted, sexuality.

I think that this way of arguing that masturbation can be psychologi-
cally complete sexuality exposes a complication in Nagel’s account. Con-
sider a sexual encounter between a man and a female prostitute. The
woman, in order to spend as little time as possible engaging in coitus
with her client (she is, after all, a business person, for whom time is
money; and, besides, she might be repulsed by him), would like the
client to achieve his orgasm quickly, and then she is done with him. She
knows, by intuition or experience (she did not read Nagel to discover
this feature of human sexual psychology), that her feigning being
aroused both at the lowest animal level and at Nagel’s human level will
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greatly increase the sexual arousal of her client and thereby instigate his
orgasm. And she knows, equivalently, that failing to express her own
arousal—lying mute and motionless on the bed—will impede his be-
coming aroused and postpone his orgasm. So the smart prostitute pre-
tends, first, to be at the lowest animal level of human sexuality and then
pretends to enter the spiral of arousal distinctive of human sexuality,
while her client really does enter the spiral of arousal. The client is not re-
sponding with arousal to her being aroused, but only to his false belief
that she is aroused. (The woman must carry out the feigning in a credi-
ble way, without histrionics.) He experiences himself as both subject and
object of the sexual encounter, even though the prostitute remains al-
together a sexual object. Thus, in order for one person X to ascend in
the spiral of arousal, it need not be the case that the other person ascend
as well; Xneed only believe that the other person is ascending. Whether
this phenomenon (which, by the way, is not confined to prostitution, but
can occur as well during marital sexual activity) confirms Nagel’s ac-
count of human sexual psychology, or shows that his notion of psycho-
logical completeness is not all that complete, is unclear. My guess is that
both are true.

Communication

Robert Solomon, as does Nagel, thinks that it is important to distinguish
between animal and human sexuality.!” On Solomon’s view, human sex-
uality is differentiated by its being “primarily a means of communicating
with other people” (SAP, 279). Sensual pleasure is important in sexual
activity, but pleasure is not the main point of sexual interaction or its
defining feature (SP, 26; SAP, 277-79). Sexuality is, instead, “first of all
language” (SAP, 281). As “a means of communication, itis . . . essentially
an activity performed with other people” (SAP, 279). Could such a view
of human sexuality be kind to solitary masturbation? Apparently not:

If sexuality is essentially a language, it follows that masturbation, while not

a perversion, is a deviation. . . . Masturbation is not “self-abuse”. . . but it s,
in an important sense, self-denial. It represents an inability or a refusal to
say what one wants to say. . . . Masturbation is . . . essential as an ultimate re-

treat, but empty and without content. Masturbation is the sexual equivalent
of a Cartesian soliloquy. (SAP, 283)

If sexuality is communicative, as Solomon claims, solitary masturbation
can be a sexual activity, for conversing with oneself is not impossible,
even if it is not the paradigm case of a communicative act. The distinc-
tive flaw of masturbation, for Solomon, is that with respect to other peo-
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ple, communicative intent, success, or content is missing from mastur-
bation. Hence solitary masturbation is “empty” and a “deviation,” a con-
clusion that seems to follow naturally from the proposition that sexuality
is “essentially” a way persons communicate with each other.

Solomon’s denouncing masturbation as a “refusal to say what one
wants to say,” however, slights the fact that a person might not have, at a
given time, something to say to someone else (without thereby being
dull); or that there might be nothing worthy of being said, and so silence
toward another person is appropriate. Solomon’s communication
model of sexuality seems to force people to have sexual activity with each
other, to talk with each other—in order to avoid the “deviation” of mas-
turbation—even when they have nothing special to say (now that looks
like “empty” sex). Further, even if the masturbator is merely babbling to
himself or herself, he or she still enjoys this harmless pastime as much as
does the baby who, for the pure joy if it, makes noises having no com-
municative intent or meaning. This is not to say that the masturbator is
justan infant, in some derogatory sense. The pointis that just as the baby
who babbles confirms and celebrates its own existence, the person who
masturbates can accomplish the same valuable thing, at the same time
that he or she experiences the sheer physical pleasure of the act. Thus
for Solomon to call masturbation “self-denial” is wrongheaded (it would
be self-denial only if the masturbator had something to say to another
person, and fled the opportunity to do so), but at least the accusation is
a change from the popular conservative criticism of masturbation
(which is implicit in Kant) as being a failure of self-denial, as being a
giving-in to distracting temptations, an immersing of the self in the he-
donistic and animalistic excess of self-gratification.

There is little warrant to conclude, within a model of sexuality that
likens it to communicative or linguistic behavior, that masturbation is in-
ferior.!® Solomon meant his analogy between masturbation and a
“Cartesian soliloquy” to reveal the shallowness of solitary sexuality (or
maybe it was just a thoughtless joke). But René Descartes’s philosophi-
cal soliloquies are hardly uninteresting; even if we reject, as many
philosophers today do, the foundationalism of Cartesian epistemology,
we must admit the huge significance of what Descartes accomplished. I
suspect, then, that many people would be proud to masturbate as well as
the Meditations does philosophy. Diaries—which provide another anal-
ogy with masturbation, in that a person speaks only to himself or her-
self—are not often masterpieces of literature, but that does not make
them “empty.” Indeed, some of the most fruitful discussions one can
have are precisely with oneself, not as a substitute for dialogue with an-
other person, and not as compensation for lacking opportunity for con-
versing with another person, but exactly to explore one’s mind, to get
one’s thoughts straight. This is the stuff from which intellectual integrity
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emerges and is not necessarily just a preparation for polished public ut-
terances.

Solomon acknowledges that not only do “children, lunatics, and her-
mits” talk to themselves; “poets and philosophers” do so too (SAP, 283).
This misleading concession has obvious derogatory implications for soli-
tary masturbation. It plays upon the silly notion that philosophers and
poets are a type of lunatic. Where are the bus drivers, the cooks, and the
accountants? Solomon’s abuse of solitary masturbation trades unfairly
on the fact that talking to oneself has always received undeservedly bad
publicity—unfair because we all do it, lips moving and heads bouncing,
without thereby damning ourselves.

Solomon admits, in light of the fact that philosophers and others do
speak to themselves—a counterexample to his argument that “sexuality
is alanguage . .. and primarily communicative” and, hence, masturbation
must be deviant—that “masturbation might, in different contexts, count as
wholly different extensions of language” (SAP, 283; italics added). This
crucial qualification implies that Solomon’s negative judgment of mas-
turbation is, after all, unjustified. Sometimes we want to converse with an-
other person; sometimes we want to have that conversation sexually. In
other contexts—in other moods, with other people, in different set-
tings—we want only the pleasure of touching the other’s body or of be-
ing touched and no serious messages are communicated. To turn around
one of Solomon’s points: sometimes pleasure alone is the goal of sexual
activity, and even though communication might occur it is not the de-
sired or intended result but only an unremarkable or merely curious side
effect. In still other contexts or moods, we will not want to talk with any-
one at all, but spend time alone. We might want to avoid intercourse, of
both types, with human beings, those hordes from whose noisy prattle we
try to escape by running off to Montana—not an “ultimate retreat,” but a
blessed haven, a sanctuary. For Solomon to call masturbation “empty” or
inferior in the face of such facts about the importance of context to hu-
man sexuality in its many forms is to confess that he did not understand
the implications of his own crucial qualification.

Men’s Liberation

One of the conspicuous curiosities of the late twentieth century and early
twenty-first century is that deciding who is liberal and who is conservative
is no longer easy. (Was it ever?) Consider, as an example, the views of
John Stoltenberg, a student of the feminist writers and activists Catharine
MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin. Stoltenberg rightly complains about
our “cultural imperative,” which asserts that men in our society must
“fuck” in order to be men, and he rightly calls “baloney” the idea that “if
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two people don’t have intercourse, they have not had real sex.”!? Stol-
tenberg also observes that “sometimes men have coital sex . . . not be-
cause they particularly feel like it but because they feel they should feel
like it.” This is a reasonable philosophy of men’s liberation and men’s
feminism, and supplies part of an answer to Solomon. But from these ob-
servations Stoltenberg fails to draw the almost obvious conclusion about
the value of men’s solitary masturbation. Indeed, it is jolting to behold
him, in an argument reminiscent of religious objections to contraception
(viz., its use makes women into sexual objects), laying a guilt trip on those
men who masturbate with the aid of pornography:

Pay your money and imagine. Pay your money and get real turned on. Pay
your money and jerk off. That kind of sex helps . . . support an industry com-
mitted to making people with penises believe that people without [penises]
are sluts who just want to be ravished and reviled—an industry dedicated to
maintaining a sex-class system in which men believe themselves sex ma-
chines and men believe women are mindless fuck tubes. (35-36)

In light of Kant’s dismal view of human sexual interaction as essentially
instrumental, and Stoltenberg’s criticism of the obnoxious social imper-
ative that men must fuck women to be men, surely something can be said
on behalf of men’s solitary masturbation. The men’s movement attack
on oppressive cultural definitions of masculinity, in hand with feminist
worries about the integrity of sexual activity between unequally empow-
ered men and women, suggests that men’s masturbation is at least a
partial solution to a handful of problems. A man pleasing himself by
masturbating is not taking advantage of economically and socially less
powerful women; he is not refurbishing the infrastructure of his fragile
ego at the expense of womankind. He is, instead, flouting cultural stan-
dards of masculinity that instruct him that he must perform sexually with
women in order to be a man.

Yet, for Stoltenberg, it is fantasizing and the heightened sexual pleasure
that the imagination makes possible (44), the things I mentioned while ar-
guing that masturbation is psychologically complete, in Nagel’s sense, that
constitute wrongful sexual objectification. Stoltenberg does not merely
condemn masturbating with pornography (35-36, 42—43, 49-50). Fantasy
per se is at fault: Stoltenberg condemns men’s masturbating with memo-
ries of and passing thoughts about women, even when these fantasies are
not violent (41-44). A man’s conjuring up a mental image of a woman,
her body, or its various parts, is to view the woman as an object, as a thing.
Stoltenberg thus takes Jesus and Kant very seriously. He answers Robert
Nozick’s deconstructive or sarcastic question—*“In getting pleasure from
seeing an attractive person go by, does one use the other solely as a means?
Does someone so use an object of sexual fantasies?”?)—with “yes.”
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The mental sexual objectification involved in sexual fantasy is both a
cause and a result of our social system of “male supremacy,” according to
Stoltenberg (51, 53-54). Further, mental sexual objectification makes its
own contribution to violence against women (54-55). Stoltenberg’s rea-
son for thinking this is flimsy. He supposes that when a man fantasizes
sexually about women, he reduces them from persons to objects. Further,
when a man thinks of women as things, he has given himself carte
blanche in his behavior toward them, including violence: regarding an
object, “you can do anything to it you want” (55). Of course the last claim
is false. There are innumerable lifeless objects to which I would never lay
ahand, because other people value them, and I value these people, or be-
cause I myself dearly value the objects. Therefore, reducing a woman to
a thing—or, to describe it more faithfully to men’s experiences than
Stoltenberg is willing to do: emphasizing for a while the beauty of only
one aspect of a person’s existence—does not mean, either logically or
psychologically, that she can or will be tossed around the way a young girl
slings her Barbie or a young boy tosses his Buzz Lightyear.

Stoltenberg vastly underestimates the nuances of men’s fantasies about
women; his phenomenological account of what occurs in the minds of
fantasizing men—the purported reduction of persons to things—is crude.
Her smile, the way she moves down the stairs, the bounce of her tush, the
sexy thoughts in her own mind, her lusty yearning for me—these are mere
parts of her. But fantasizing or imagining them while masturbating, or dri-
ving my car, or having coffee, need not amount to, indeed is the opposite of,
my reducing her to plastic. These are fantasies about people, not things,
and they remain people during the fantasy. My fantasy of her (having a)
fantasy of me (or of her having a fantasy of my [havi