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Chapter 5

PLAIN SEX

Alan Goldman

1

Several recent artides 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
knowwhat sex is and to be able to identify at least paradigm sexual de-
siresand 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
sensibleanalysis of the concept itself; one which neither understates its
animal pleasure nor overstates its importance within a theory or system
ofvalue. 1 say "before," but the order is not quite so dear, 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.

1shall suggest here that sex continues to be misrepresented in recent
writings, at least in philosophical writings, and 1 shall criticize the pre-
dominant form of analysis which 1 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. AlI 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 altemative, simpler analysis with which 1will 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 dear. 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 c°!ltext, 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-
taI sex as the only norm of sexual activity (this will be hedged slightly in
the discussionof 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 1 term "means-end analy-
ses" posit ends which 1 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. 1 term these "means-end analyses" for convenience, al-
though "means-separable-end analysis," while too cumbersome, might
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be more fullyexplanatory. 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 nonnal 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
isnot 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
contactwith another specific person's body, then to interpret it as sexual
doesnot seem an exaggeration. A slightly more difficult case is that of a
baby'sdesire 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
moreamorphous, not directed outward toward another specific person' s
body.It may also be that what the infant unconsciously desires is not
physicalcontact per se but signs of affection, tendemess, or security, in
whichcase we have further reason for hesitating to characterize its wants
asclearlysexual. The intent of our response to the baby is often the show-
ingof affection, not the pure physical contact, so that our definition in
termsof action which fulfills sexual desire on thepart of theagentdoes not
capture such actions, whatever we say of the baby. (If it is intuitive to
characterize our responses as se;xual as well, there is clearly no problem
here for my analysis.) The same can be said of signs of affection (or in
somecultures polite greeting) among men or women: these certainly
need not be homosexual when the intent is only to show friendship,
somethingextrinsic to plain sex although valuable when added to it.

Our definition of sex in tenns 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-
versingin 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 notjust fur:ther 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 orviewing 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. Mypreliminary
analysis is meant to serve as a contrast to what sex is not, at least not nec-
essarily. 1 concentrate upon the physically manifested desire for an-
other's body, and 1 take as central the immersion in the physical aspect
of one's own existence and attention to the physical embodiment ofthe
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: it is a bod-
ily desire for the body of another that dominates our mentaI life for
more or less brief periods. TraditionaI 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 cap ture
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.
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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-
viouslymentioned, 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 thatsex acts which can be reproductive are, if not
more moral or less immoral, at least more natural. These categories of
morality and "naturalness," or normality1 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
nowin the pronouncements of the Catholic church. There the assumed
analysisis dearly tied to a restrictive sexual morality according to which
actsbecome 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
failsto generate a consistent sexual ethic: homosexual and oral-genital
sexis 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.
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Before discussing further relations of means-end analyses to false or in-
consistent sexual ethics and concepts of perversion, 1 turn to other ex-
amples of these analyses. One common position views sex as essentially

II
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an expression of love 01'affection between the partners. It is generally
recognized that there are other types oflove 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. 1am not denying that sex can take on heightened value and mean-
ing when it becomes a vehicle for the expression of feelings of love 01'
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 1will argue below, can communicate nothing
in particular and still be good sex.

On a deeper level, an internai tension is bound to resuIt from an iden-
tification of sex, which 1have 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 01' 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 01'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 01'the exercise of self-control on the part of the spouses,
while monogamous love generally does not. There is no such thing as ca-
suallove in the sense in which 1 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 01'fauIt in the marriage relation, the latter does not.

Iflove 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 uItimate
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 dear distinction between sex and love in
societywould help avoid disastrous marriages which result from adoles-
cent confusion of the two when sexual desire is mistaken for permanent
love,and would weaken damagingjealousies 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 ofwomen. It is predictable in light ofthis history
that some women would now advocate using sex as another kind of
means, as a political weapon or as a way to increase u~ustly denied
power and freedom. The inconsistency in the sexual ethic typically at-
tached to the sex-Iove 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.

1am not suggesting here that sex ought never to be connected with
loveor that it is not a more significant and valuable activity when it iso
Noram 1denying that individuals need love as much as sex and perhaps
emotionallyneed 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
desirefor sex. But again love is accompanied appropriately by desires for
other shared activities as well. What makes the desire for sex seem more

intimatelyconnected 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-
chologicallyas well as physically. Sex is unquestionably intimate, but
beyond that the psychological to11often 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-
allyhealthy way, while the psychological to11sof sexual relations, often
includingembarrassment as a correlate ofintimacy, are too often the re-
sultof artificial sexual ethics and taboos. The intimacy involved in both
loveand sex is insufficient in any case in light of previous points to ren-
der a means-end analysis in these terms appropriate.

IV

In recent artides, Thomas Nagel and Robert Solomon, who recognize
that sexis 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 ofbody lan-
guage), although the feelings that can be communicated now inc1ude,
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.3 Such multileveled conscious awareness of one's own
and the other's desire is taken as the norm ofa sexual relation, and this
model is therefore c1ose to that which views sex as a means of interper-
sonal communication.

Solomon's analysis is beset by the same difficulties as those pointed
out in relation to the narrower sex-Iove concept. Just as love can be com-
municated by many activities other than sex, which do not therefore be-
come properly analyzed as essentially vehic1es of communication
(making breakfast, c1eaning 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 vaIue 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 nmc-
tion merely as vehic1es 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.4

For Solomon, sex that is not a totally self-conscious communicative act
tends toward vulgarity,5 whereas 1would 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, ifnot 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.6

Nagel fares no better in the implications of his overintellectualized
norm. Spontaneous and heated sex between two familiar partners may
welllack the complex conscious multileveled interpersonal awareness of
whichhe 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 byan 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 1 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"7 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 act itself,8 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.
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1 have now criticized various types of analysis sharing or suggesting a
common means-end form. 1have 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
direcdy 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-Iove 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 1 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 explicidyargues that sex cannot be a "mere"
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appetite, his argument being that if it were, subway exhibitionism and
other vulgar forms would be pleasing.9 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
traditionai 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-
pidon that plain sex as physical desire is an expression of our "lower
selves,"that yielding to our animal natures is subhuman or vulgar.
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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 ofwhat morality might be implied by myanalysis,
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 mIes apply.
It gives-usopportunity 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 otherswhich 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 ofwar, 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 otheIWise 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 mIes relating only to sex
itself. But these precepts must be implied by general moral mIes when
these are applied to specific sexual relations or types of conduct. The
same is true of mIes of fair business, ethical medicine, or courtesy in driv-
ing a car. 1n 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 mIes describes a reasonable sexual ethic as well. To take an
extreme case, rape is always a sexual act and it is always immoral. A mle
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 mIes 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 byand
hence in some sense include misguided beliefs about sexual morality it-
self). This means that there will be fewer specific mIes 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 mle, 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 mle 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 mle without
at the same time being classified as sexual. 1 believe this last case is the
closest we can come to an action which is wrong becauseit 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
mle which applies elsewhere as well.
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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
faciemorally 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 1 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
ofsex 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 ofwhich call for such reciproc-
ityin 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 1believe 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
mustbe at least prima facie wrong in themselves. This is because they in-
variablyinvolve 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,
involveusing other individuals for personal benefit. These relations are
immoral only when they are one-sided, when the benefits are not mu-
tua!,or when the transactions are not freely and rationally endorsed by
allparties. 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
merelyby 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 thepleasures of the acts are mutual. It is this kind of rec-
iprocitywhich 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 I

longer range interests into account.)

VII

1 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 ofpleasure, but not a cornerstone ofvalue. 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 easilymistaken 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 ofvalue 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 ofvalue. 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 alwaysbe 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
analysesexamined 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-
cessfulseduction attempts would be perverted). It is a deviation from a
norm, but the norm in question is merely statistical. af course, not all
sexualacts 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
desireitselfin 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 elothing. 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 eloser relation to the
definition of activities as perverted. (For those who consider only geni-
taIsex sexual, we could build such symptoms into a narrower definition,
then speaking of sex in a broad sen se as well as "proper" sex.)

Solomon and Nagel disagree with this statistical notion of perversion.
For them the concept is evaluative rather than statistical. 1 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. 1 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
sexualdesires usually manifest themselves. af course not all norms in
other areas of discourse need be statistical in this way. Physical health is
an example of a relatively elear norm which does not se em to depend
upon the numbers of healthy people. But the concept in this case
achievesits elarity through the connection of physicalhealth with other
clearlydesirablephysicalfunctions and characteristics,for example, liv-
ing longer. In the case of sex, that which is statistically abnormal is not
necessarilyincapacitating 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
statisticaldeviation 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 the se 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.1° 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 al1because 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, ifharmful, 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 moraljudgments. .

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,l1
that our uneasiness derives from latent desires we are loathe to admit,
but this thesis takes us into psychological issues 1 am not competent to
judge. VVhatever 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 eoneept of sex.

The position 1have taken in this paper against those eoneepts is not to-
tallynew.Something similar to it is found in Freud's view of sex, whieh of
coursewasgenuinely revolutionary, and in the body ofwritings deriving
from Freud to the present time. But in his revolt against romantieized
and repressive eoneeptions, Freud went too far-from a refusal to view
sexasmerely 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
necessarypart of social regulation of any form, a strange eonsequenee of
apositionthat began by opposing the repressive aspeets of the means-end
view.Perhapsthe time finallyhas arrived when we ean aehieve a reason-
ablemiddle ground in this area, at least in philosophy if not in society.

Notes

1. Even Bertrand Russell, whose writing in this area was a model of rational-
ity,at leastfor its period, tends to make this identifieation and to condemn plain
sexin the absence of love: "sex intercourse apart from love has little value, and
isto be regarded primarily as experimentation with a view to love." Marriageand
Morals(NewYork:Bantam, 1959), p. 87.

2. Robert Solomon, "Sex and Perversion," Philosophyand Sex, ed. R. Baker
andF. E!liston (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1975),268-87.

3. Thomas Nagel, "Sexual Perversion," TheJournai of Philosophy66, No. 1
(1960),pp. 5-17. (This volume, pp. 9-20.)

4. Sex might be considered (at least partially) as communication in a very
broadsellse in the same way as performing ensemble music, in the sense that
.thereis in both ideally a communion or perfectly shared experience with an-
other.This is, however, one possible ideal viewwhose central feature is not nec-
essaryto sexual acts or desire per se. And in emphasizing the communication of
specificfeelings by means of body language, the analysis under consideration
narrowsthe end to one clearly extrinsic to plain and even good sex.

5. Solomon, pp. 284-85.
6. Ibid.,p. 283. One is reminded ofWoody Allen's rejoinder to praise ofhis

technique:"1practice aiot when I'm alone."
7. Nagel, p. 15. [This passage is not in the version ofNagel's essay reprinted

above.]
8. Janice Moulton made the same point in a paper at the Pacific APA meet-

ing,March 1976. (This volume, pp. 31-38.)
9. Solomon, p. 285.

10.The example is like one from Sara Ruddick, "Better Sex," Philosophyand
Sex,p. 96.

11.See Michael Slote, "Inapplicable Concepts and Sexual Perversion," Philos-
ophyandSex,261-67.




