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good as any other, sodomy is in all forms still "prohibited" 

by law. That one area of the (or a particular woman's) body 

ought be sanctioned for penetration and others not, would be 

irrational were it not for some meaning attached to the act 

of intercourse itself; a meaning necessarily absent in other 

expressions of sexual interaction. Dworkin opts for the 

obvious answer here, maintaining that 

. . . sensual pleasure is not what distinguishes 
homosexual sodomy from heterosexual [intercourse]: 
the woman bearing the child does. (155) 

but avoids the more obvious, frequently offered conclusion 

that intercourse is therefore only for the point of 

procreation. Her view, rather, is that homosexual sodomy is 

condemnable because it treats men as if thev were women, and 

only women ought—by both biological and divine 

imperatives—be the objects of intercourse. Similarly, so 

that the aims of gender might be advanced, there are 

prohibitions against wasting sperm in non-procreative sex 

acts (i.e., masturbation) because pleasure does not 

necessarily advance power. The same laws existing to keep 

men from intercourse with other men, are those that 

legislate women as the act's proper recipients and insure 

the advancement of gender polarity. Dworkin's conception of 

intercourse is of a "legally defined hierarchy in which the 

one who fucks has sovereignty over that one who submits"; 
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(163) the very act of submission denoting an inferior class 

status reinforced by and through law. 

In her final chapter (9) "Dirt/Death," Dworkin's total 

focus is this same conception of woman's inferiority, imbued 

now with questions as to whether genuine affection can be 

felt for those who accept their own debasement. Defining 

inferiority as "the deep and destructive devaluing of a 

person ... a shredding of dignity and self-respect . . . 

an imposed exile from human worth and recognition," (169-70) 

she notes that basic to any such conception is the view of 

one's "inferiority" as somehow embodying filth; without it 

(filth) as a motivating actor, the debasement of the person, 

the race, the class or gender group is—on her view—not 

possible. 

Dworkin Summarv 

What distinguishes Dworkin's proposal is not the 

abysmal prospect for heterosexual relationships, or even the 

negative, highly politicized and gender-polarized status 

accorded intercourse in the scheme she envisions. Given her 

self-acknowledged radical feminism, there is nothing of a 

revelatory nature in her having adopted either of these 

views. Neither is her overall proposal likely to be 

'distinguished' for its having consistently avoided the 

error of hastening a conclusion, where a premise may 

actually have been more appropriate. But, in having argued 
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for conflict as actually inherent to the sexual relationship 

(i.e., as specifically inherent to 'hetero-sexed,' sexual 

relationships) she manages more than a mere descriptive 

analysis of how these relationships are; though it is 

arguable that Dworkin actually accomplishes the task of 

answering the question whv a sexual mode of being with (or 

for) others should be accomplished with such difficulty, she 

does accomplish the task—difficult in an for itself—of 

endowing the question with some relative significance. 

Not unlike Shulamith Firestone, whose The Dialectic of 

Sex preceded Intercourse by sixteen years, Dworkin locates 

the difficulty with heterosexual relations in a power 

disparity taken to exist between males and females, 

expressed in the act of intercourse, and further reinforced 

by the laws and customs of (what one is led to suppose are) 

male dominated societies. But if this were all that her 

treatise offered, we would only have yet another feminist 

'polemic' on the diminished social, legal and economic 

status of women. What Dworkin argues, beyond this "given" 

of feminist rhetoric, is that the subjugation of women has a 

basis that belies the cultural, the socio-political or the 

economic bases. The true subjugation of women, she says, is 

rooted in something no less significant as her phvsical 

being; in nothing so overlooked as the fact of her body's 

allowing for penetration. So, long before male dominance— 
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though doubtless, on her view, reinforced by it—are the 

themes of repulsion, skinlessness, stigma, communion and 

possession as underscoring the anguish of heterosexual 

intercourse. As if the overwhelmingly negative nature of 

the act she describes were not enough (i.e., only 

skinlessness and the failure to achieve communion appear to 

be even remotely avoidable), she grants only two levels of 

response for women (as virgins, as collaborators) and, for 

males, a response that the single world 'Hatred' can hardly 

approximate. 

Although her discussion of sexual-being as expressed 

via intercourse is conducted without benefit of a specific 

ontology, that intercourse is discussed in terms of an 

ongoing/mutual suspicion and animosity between the sexes is 

significant—if only for what she apparently omits to 

consider. In arguing that the oppression of women is rooted 

in the physical act of intercourse (and, in fact, that an 

elected virginity itself constitutes a special—albeit more 

often temporary—condition of being female), she effectively 

maintains intercourse as both the necessary and sufficient 

condition of the oppression women are alleged to suffer (8, 

14). But this is not the same as her argument that the 

denigration of women is correlative to her sex; to, that is, 

her sexual being as synonymous with entry (133, and 

following). If, as the first of these theses maintains. 
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intercourse (qua penetration) is the absolute condition for 

maintaining women's oppression (0 = I), then it would be 

logical to assume the denial of intercourse (i.e., 

penetration) to entail the denial of the oppression that it-

-penetration—entails (~ I >~0). That is, that: 

1. 0 = 1 

2.(0>I)*(I>0) 1, Equiv. 

3. 0 > I 2, Simp. 

4. ~ I >~0 3. Trans. 

But given what I contend to be her second thesis, one which 

she argues concurrently with the first, it is not the actual 

penetration incurred in intercourse that is problematic; 

instead, Dworkin now contends that 

She [woman] is defined by how she is made . . . [her 
body being] . . . synonymous with entry; and 
intercourse . . . has consequences to her being that 
mav be intrinsic, not socially imposed. (123, emphasis 
mine) 

Now in the first of these, what I shall call Dworkin's 

lesser, but explicit thesis, the oppression of women is 

rooted in the physical act of intercourse. She would have 

us believe that this physical act, and women's submission to 

it, is the basis on which men's hatred of women is formed—a 

hatred which, according to Dworkin, subsequently takes the 

form of a presumed male dominance—fostering power and 

status, and wherein "he who enters" is made superior to that 

one who allows bodily entrance. We would expect, given this 
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equation of intercourse to oppression as expressed in this 

thesis, to find that for those women determined to forego 

intercourse, there might (for them, as a particular sub

class) be some possibility of similarly foregoing the 

attendant oppression. The problematic presented by the 

"first" of her theses ought, then, be resolvable—and it at 

least seems to be so until the conclusion of her "Virginity" 

chapter. There, and in her "Occupation/Collaboration" 

chapters (from which the above quote was taken), Dworkin 

expresses what I take to be a more radical, albeit less 

explicit thesis; specifically, that women's oppression, 

rather than merely being rooted in the physical act of 

intercourse, is instead rooted in the physical being of 

women themselves. Having argued women's oppression on the 

grounds of intercourse-as-penetration, Dworkin shifts her 

focus from the theorized consequences of actual acts of 

intercourse, to consequences of the act as inherently (i.e., 

physically) possible. This latter thesis not only disallows 

the possibility of resolution (though to be sure, Dworkin 

promises none), but also contradicts the first. If the 

bodies of women—as the second thesis suggests—are at 

issue, then the consequences alleged by Dworkin to flow from 

intercourse per se. cannot in theory be said to hold. Given 

this second thesis, intercourse is less a factor in women's 

oppression, than is the potential for intercourse in those 
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bodies physically capable of sustaining intercourse. Her 

conclusions for intercourse, i.e., for penetration-as-

oppression are, given the first thesis, escapable; given the 

second however, there would be no escaping the conclusion 

that if oppression has less to do with an act than with the 

potential for that act's performance, women's bodies are 

synonymous with oppression whether or not intercourse ever 

takes place. If, moreover, the anus were to be given the 

same focus Dworkin allows the vagina, we would be left with 

the uncomfortable conclusion that—whether or not one 

chooses to use it—this bodily aperture would convey no 

lesser implications for potential exploitation, and the 

corresponding oppression. 

But a second charge, equally applicable to either the 

first, or this second concurrent thesis, is that Dworkin 

takes as a priori precisely what her argument wants to 

prove. Neither of her theses here—either alone or in 

conjunction with the other—is able to sustain an argument 

for the inferiority/debasement of women through allegations 

to her physical sex or sexual activity, without a prior 

assumption of this sex or activity as inherently debase. An 

analogous argument will bear out my point. 

Suppose that in a particular society women were 

allowed certain social, legal and economic advantages denied 

to men. In this society, intercourse would be described in 
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terms of "being engulfed" and the penis as synonymous with 

"engulfment." The women of this society would hate the men 

precisely because of their (i.e., the women's) ability to 

engulf them (the men), and pass this hatred on in the form 

of allegations that engulfment carried with it implications 

of inferiority, and so, that "he who allowed engulfment" was 

a willing participant in his own debasing. Of course, more 

men than not would allow themselves to be "engulfed" at some 

point in their lives, though those few who chose to abstain 

would be held in the highest regard both by those men who 

did not, and those women who nonetheless viewed the 

abstentions as violations of an essential male nature. But, 

belief in the connection between engulfment and inferiority 

would be so persistent, that even those who abstained were 

unable to escape the assessment of their inferiority; it was 

maintained, after all, that even the refusal to be engulfed 

did not alter the possibilitv of its occurrence. Since men 

by nature were made for "engulfing," their inherent 

inferiority was assured whether or not an actual "engulfing 

activity" ever in fact took place. 

In this analogous society, as in Dworkin's view of our 

present one, the problem of alleging the inferiority of a 

particular group on the basis of its 'inferior' position in 

sexual activity, is not only arbitrary but also absurd. 

Unless one already has in mind which position and which 
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group is the inferior, the mere fact of voluntary 

intercourse is not likely to be terribly revealing. If it 

is in theory possible to explain prevailing social 

inequities by reference to sexual activity, we will have to 

look beyond a theory which takes as embodied in the 

activity, the very inferiority it seeks to explain. 

Finally, Dworkin's concepts of 'repulsion,' 

'skinlessness,' 'stigma,' 'communion' and 'possession' are 

less the exclusive province of relationships involving 

sexual intercourse than she seems willing to acknowledge. 

What she describes as 'repulsion,' for instance, can as 

easily be made applicable to encounters between members of 

differing racial or status groups, as to anything having to 

do with intercourse. "Skinlessness' and the failure at 

attaining 'communion' are equally descriptive of any 

relationship requiring mutual exchanges of respect and 

vulnerability, while 'stigma' and 'possession' as aptly 

attend any of those demanding zealous commitment to either 

an Other, or an ideal. In fact, it could be argued that the 

thread common to all Dworkin's concepts emerging from 

"Intercourse in a Man-made World" is similarly common to any 

assortment of other interpersonal relationships. It is the 

presence of the other, not sex itself, which ultimately 

proves problematic; the other, not sex itself, that prompts 

conflicting desires for privacy and personal disclosure, for 
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independence and security, for tenaciously "occupying" one's 

own space, while simultaneously hurtling oneself into that 

space "occupied" by another. In having de-emphasized the 

mundanity of conflictual relations with others in non-sexual 

contexts, Dworkin effectively creates a scenario wherein 

such conflicts occur onlv in sexual situations (and, we are 

at least led to presume) only when what is called 'sex' 

involves an other. 

But even if we were to grant her the conclusion that 

intercourse is inexorably connected to our society's 

perceptions of gender identity—and specifically to 

implications for the inferiority and oppression of women) we 

would still be far from forging a necessary connection 

between these conclusions about intercourse and any 

conclusions about sex in general. Having fixed on a 

conception of sex that is binary, Dworkin's thesis fails to 

provide her theoretical room for distinguishing between 

problems inherent to sex, and those inherent to one's being 

with (or for) others. Moreover, since the 'other' in her 

sexual paradigm is not—at least for the most part®—a same 

®It is perhaps worth noting that, although Dworkin 
manages to discuss neither masturbation nor lesbianism in 
the course of discussing intercourse, she makes several 
references to male homosexual activity. Ironically, she 
does not see that the negative effects of interpersonal 
sexual relations are exhausted by heterosexual 
relationships, or that these sexual 'disasters' occur only 
when the matter of gender 'identity' is involved. That even 
homosexual lovers may find in one another "the dwelling 
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sex partner, she is forced to contend with the additional 

complexities imposed by what each partner believes to be the 

case with the other's socio-sexual identity. 

Dworkin's explicit focus is admittedly the 

heterosexual activity called intercourse, and although she 

makes not a single reference to masturbation her thesis 

would not—under the context of binary sexual relations— 

demand that she do so. But given my proposal for the 

analysis of activities warranting assessment as 'sexual,' it 

is not immediately clear that the type activities Dworin 

cites would even fit this criteria. To be sure, it is not 

altogether inconceivable that someone might seek to elicit 

sexually pleasurable sensations through means that involve 

loathing, contempt and sex-hatred (as directed toward the 

other), or even self-degradation. In fact, Dworkin notes a 

particular case from Sartre's Anti-Semite and Jew that 

speaks of just this arousal/aversion syndrome. According to 

Sartre, while 

In Berlin [he] knew a Protestant in whom sexual desire 
took the form of indignation. The sight of women in 
bathing suits aroused him to fury; he willingly 
encouraged that fury and passed his time at swimming 

place that each had despaired of finding" (51); that even 
these lovers can find themselves either facing or together 
creating issues relative to the twin spectors of dominance 
and power disparity in their relationship, is quite 
revealing. It would seem to point in the direction of the 
need to question whether relationships in general, rather 
than heterosexual relationships in particular are harbingers 
of conflict. 
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pools. The Anti-Semite is like that, and one of the 
elements of his hatred is a profound sexual attraction 
toward Jews. (178-79) 

But while it may not be inconceivable that someone's 

sexually pleasurable sensations might emerge from this 

arousal/aversion syndrome, the sensations taken to count as 

sexually pleasurable would at best be secondary to those 

primary sensations taken to foster the aversion. Dworkin's 

commentary on male-dominance and sex-hatred, is not unlike 

Sartre's assessment of the hypocritical Protestant; the 

participants in her scheme of sexual intercourse are made to 

seem as interested in actual sexual activity, as is Sartre's 

character in merely languishing about the pool. If sexual 

activities are those that not only involve the promotion of 

sexually pleasurable sensations for oneself but (in the 

binary arrangement) for one's other as well, then it is 

questionable whether either of the two conditions is met by 

the activity Dworkin describes. The other's being-in-sex, 

as previously argued, adds another dimension to sexual 

activity and so to its accomplishment. In choosing to focus 

on sex as a necessary reflection of what she takes to be an 

elemental hatred of women by men, Dworkin presumes it 

similarly necessary that this sex-hatred be synonymous with 

the act of sex itself. But we not only lack compelling 

reasons for assuming that this is the case, but the 

assimilation of sex with so negative a set of emotions would 
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create a definition of sex that is far too narrow. If, 

contrarily, we begin with the assumption that sex has 

primarily to do with promoting those sensations agent-

identified as sexually pleasurable, then not only is it 

unnecessary to associate sexual activity with anything 

having to do with gender, but the other need not at all be 

involved. 

But, what Dworkin de-emphasizes in her consideration 

of the other in sex, Sartre carries to the opposite extreme. 

Sartre^s Self and Other 

Sartre's ontological point of view develops from the 

basic premise that any thing called 'consciousness' must, of 

necessity, be a consciousness of something. Yet at the 

moment of our perception/consciousness of a thing, X, we are 

obliged to be both aware of it and at the same time (non-

reflectively or non-positionally) aware of the awareness of 

it. To say, then, that "S is aware of X" is to say that "S 

is non-reflectively (or non-positionally) aware of itself as 

aware of X"; to say, however, that "S deliberately awares 

itself (or, is deliberately aware) of X," is to say that 

"S's awareness of itself as being aware of X, has the effect 

of positing itself (S) as conscious of X"—i.e., it is a 

reflective consciousness of itself as conscious of X. 

Left unchecked, this scheme of awareness would have 

the individual's interpretation of the world be uncontested; 
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with one's perception of the world linked only to one's own 

possession of consciousness, individual consciousness would 

be little more than what is constituted by a consciousness 

of one's own apprehension of the world. In short, the 

awareness of a thing, X, would be the awareness of X by this 

particular consciousness, and the objects of one's awareness 

would be incapable of either confirming or denying the 

facticity of that individual's perception. 

It is by ushering in the 'other' that Sartre avoids 

the consequences, if not the fact, of solipsism. For, even 

though it would be impossible to prove the other's 

existence, we can nonetheless be made aware that our 

awareness of others is essentially an awareness of our being 

made an object of their awareness. The other's existence is 

made a matter of 'factual' or 'contingent' necessity; we 

might just as well doubt our own existences as that of the 

other whose 'look,' unlike other objects in the subject's 

perceived world, is a reflection of the look that the 

subject reserves for it (i.e., the other)The fact 

remains that the other, if not proven to be a possessor of 

consciousness, effects the individual consciousness such 

that the individual is compelled to react to the other as it 

^Jean-Paul Sartre. Being and Nothingness. Translated 
by Hazel E. Barnes. New York: Philosophical Library, 1956, 
pg. 234. Future references to Sartre will refer to this 
text, unless otherwise noted. 
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would not react to a mere object. Sartre says of this 

compulsion that 

consciousnesses are directly supported by one another 
in a reciprocal imbrication of their being . . . [the 
Other] ... is the one who is other than I . . . this 
Other is also a self-consciousness ... In fact it is 
only in so far as each man is opposed to the other 
that he is absolutely for himself. Opposite the other 
and connoting the Other, each one asserts his right of 
being an individual . . . the road of inferiority 
passes through the Other. But the Other is of 
interest to me only to the extent that he is another 
Me, a Me-object for Me, and conversely to the extent 
that he reflects my Me—i.e., is, in so far as I am an 
object for him. (236) 

and further, that 

. . . the Other's existence is necessary in order for 
me to be an object for myself. (242) 

What, then, can be said of the Other's look? The Other's 

look has the effect of reducing me to an object. Whereas I 

might look upon other things as objects in the world, 

subject to my own unquestioned evaluation, the point at 

which I approach the Other, is the point at which I lose 

whatever evaluative priority I might have possessed. For, 

the Other also sees me, and in its seeing me I cease to be 

the voyeur or solitary activist I might have been. The 

Other's look has this effect: its point of view holds my 

own in check. Were this not the case, "my body, myself, 

would be designated as alienated." (353) 

If I desire to reaffirm myself as a self-totaling 

entity, then I must make something of this Other whose look 

reduces me to shyness. Moreover, as "we are by no means 
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dealing with unilateral relations with an object-in-itself 

but with reciprocal and moving relations," any relations 

with the Other—as concrete relations with the Other—are 

subject to conflict. For Sartre, conflict is the original 

meaning of being-for-others (364). In his chapter, "First 

Attitude Toward Others: Love, Language, Masochism," Sartre 

opines that 

If we start with the first revelation of the Other as 
a look we must recognize that we experience our 
apprehensible being-for-others in the form of 
possession. I am possessed by the Other; the Other's 
look fashions my body in its nakedness, causes it to 
be born, sculptures it, produces it as it is, sees it 
as I shall never see it. The Other holds a secret— 
the secret of what I am. He makes me be and thereby 
he possess(sic) me, and this possession is nothing 
other than the consciousness of possessing me . . . 
the Other is for me simultaneously the one who has 
stolen my being from me and the one who causes "there 
to be" a being which is my being. (364) 

For Sartre, this tension results in a need to "stretch out 

one's hand and grab hold of this being presented to me as my 

being," but whose presentation is held off at a distance. 

But this can only mean that the Other, whose very being 

fixes me, has in some sense stolen my freedom—a freedom 

that is recoverable only through a fundamental project of 

absorbing the Other's freedom while at the same time leaving 

both my own (and the Other's) freedom intact. (365) 

This project to act upon the other's freedom is at all 

times both conflictual and unrealizable. In much the same 

way, Sartre maintains that love is a conflict. (366) If the 
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Other's freedom is the foundation of my own being, then my 

own freedom in endangered. My own freedom, if it is to be 

recovered, must be reduced to a freedom subject only to my 

control. The lover, in wanting also to be loved, acts out a 

version of this same scenario; what the lover wishes to 

'capture' is a consciousness. But, the desire to possess or 

capture the beloved is not the desire to possess the Other-

as object; rather, to love the Other is to desire to possess 

the Other's freedom as freely given. (367) 

Yet this "freely given freedom" is itself given to a 

series of conflicts that eventually reduce love to a 

contradiction. The lover cannot, after all, be contented 

with the form of free-freedom that was originally desired. 

Not only would a statement such as, "I love you because I 

promised to love you and I don't want to go back on my word" 

distress the beloved, but 

. . . the lover demands a pledge, yet is irritated by 
a pledge. He wants to be loved by a freedom but 
demands that this freedom as freedom should no longer 
be free. He wishes that the Other's freedom should 
determine itself to become love—and this not only at 
the beginning of the affair but at each instant—and 
at the same time he wants this freedom to be captured 
by itself, to turn back upon itself . . . so as to 
will its own captivity . . . [which captivity] . . . 
must be a resignation that is both free and yet 
chained in our hands. (367) 

What, then, is it that the lover wishes to capture from the 

beloved? One answer, of course, is the consciousness of the 

Other. But, more than (or perhaps in addition to) this— 
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more than a "determinism of the passions or a freedom beyond 

reach," what one wants of the beloved is a freedom "which 

plavs the role of a determinism of the passions . . . caught 

in its own role." 

Ultimately, the lover's desire to be the whole world 

for the beloved is matched only by the desire that the 

beloved's whole world be this lover. Though the lover is, 

and consents to be an object for this lover, it is assumed 

that the beloved take no lesser a stance in relation to this 

one whose freedom and whose investment of consciousness 

determines the level of relation it is. 

But as an object which the Other causes to come into 

being, my uneasiness takes two forms. First, wanting to be 

loved is an act of infecting the Other with my own 

facticity, and in doing so I condemn this Other to an 

ongoing project of recreating me as the condition of a 

freedom which submits itself and is engaged; it is, at any 

rate, to wish that a some-thing have pre-eminence over 

freedom itself—which wish contradicts the pre-eminence of 

freedom. The second phase of uneasiness occurs when it is 

apparent that the Other's conception of me is unlike my 

conception of myself. Expressions like, "God knows what I 

am for him" and "God knows what he thinks of me" really 

betray a confusion as to what the Other has made of me in 

his eyes, or what the Other's perception of me really is. 
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In fact, the Other's love of me makes me transcend myself. 

So, if I am 'in love,' I do not know and am uncomfortable 

with whom the Other has made me be—with whom, in the eyes 

of the Other, I am. 

Sartrean love is ultimately destructive, and triply 

so. It fails, first, because love is in essence a deception 

and a reference to infinity, i.e., in that the act of loving 

is for him tantamount to wishing to be loved, and hence to 

wishing that the Other wish that I love him, and so on. As 

the amorous intention is an "ideal out of reach," (377) the 

more I am loved the more I lose my being, and it was of 

course my being that I had intended that love promote. 

Secondly, since the Other's awakening (from love) is at all 

times a possibility, I can at anytime be reduced by this 

Other to an object and so, am made perpetually insecure.® 

In the third sense, my love for the Other is made relative 

by the existence of others. The others which are not the 

Other, make me constantly aware of their judgements and 

®This tendency is no better treated than in Marilyn 
French's The Woman's Room (p. 362) when she gives the 
following account of one woman's awakening from 'love': ". 
. . one day, the unthinkable happens. You are sitting 
together at the breakfast table and you're a little hung 
over, and you look across at beloved, beautiful golden 
beloved, and beloved opens his lovely rosebud mouth showing 
his glistening white teeth, and beloved says something 
stupid. Your whole body stops midstream . . . your 
temperature drops. Beloved has never said anything stupid 
before. You turn and look at him . . . you're sure you 
misheard. You ask him to repeat. And he does ..." 
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hence my feeling of pride might at any time be reduced to 

shame, or disillusionment or some other more negative set of 

feelings. 

It is then, concludes Sartre, useless to attempt 

'losing oneself in the Other. For, to do so is to 

. . . provoke a total despair and a new attempt to 
realize the identification of the Other and myself. 
Its ideal will then be the opposite of that which we 
have just described; instead of projecting the 
absorbing of the Other while preserving in him his 
otherness, I shall project causing myself to be 
absorbed by the Other and losing myself in his 
subjectivity in order to get rid of my own. This 
enterprise will be expressed concretely by the 
masochistic attitude. (377) 

But masochism, even by Sartre's standards, is not love. 

Rather than "seeking to exist for the Other as the object-

limit of his transcendence," the masochist insists on a 

project of making himself be treated as an object or 

instrument of the Other's use. Similarly, rather than 

attempting to capture the freedom of the beloved, the 

masochist's project is defined by a desire that its own 

freedom be freely engulfed by this Other. Moreover, 

Masochism is an attempt, not to fascinate the Other by 
means of my objectivity but to cause myself to be 
fascinated by my objectivity-for-others; that is, to 
cause myself to be constituted as an object by the 
Other in such a way that I non-thetically apprehend my 
subjectivity as a nothing in the presence of the in-
itself which I represent to the other's eyes. (378) 

The specific failure of masochism is that it begs that one 

be fascinated by one's own alienation. Even though the 

masochist might attempt in any number of ways to make of 
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himself a ridiculous, comic or lifeless instrument, these 

things are done for the sake of the Other. It is, after all 

. . . for the Other that he will be obscene or simply 
passive, for the Other that he will undergo these 
postures . . . [but] the more he tries to taste his 
objectively, the more he will be submerged by the 
consciousness of his subjectivity—hence his anguish. 
Even the masochist who pays a woman to whip him is 
treating her as an instrument and by this very fact 
posits himself in transcendence in relation to her. 
(378-79) 

Beyond this doom to failure, Sartre holds masochism to be a 

'vice,' i.e., an activity which, by his definition, exhibits 

a "love of failure." It is significant to note, however, 

that he does not find it necessary to "describe the 

structures peculiar to vice," though he concludes this 

"First Attitude Toward Others" with a footnoted reference to 

at least one other act to be included in this category— 

exhibitionism.^ 

Indifference. Desire. Hate and Sadism 

The failure of the first attitude toward the Other 

leads Sartre to postulate the existence of another; in this 

case, "Indifference, Desire, Hate and Sadism." If it is 

impossible to identify with the Other's consciousness 

through the intermediacy of object-ness, could it not be 

®Ibid. , 379; "Consistent with this description, there 
is at least one form of exhibitionism which ought be classed 
among masochistic attitudes. for example, when Rousseau 
exhibits to the washerwomen "not the obscene object but the 
ridiculous object,' Of. Confessions. Ch. III. 
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possible to posit the self-in-freedom as directly 

confronting the Other's freedom, i.e., to turn deliberately 

toward the Other and meet the Other's stare as a being who 

is also free? To Sartre, it seems that this project must 

also fail. For, as soon as I confront the Other's stare it 

ceases to become a simple stare that I see, but instead an 

other-as-object. (380) I cannot succeed at appropriating 

the Other's freedom using this tac. If, however, I choose— 

by looking at the Other's look—to build my subjectivity 

upon the collapse of the Other's subjectivity, then my 

specific attitude toward Others will be one of indifference. 

In this mode of being, the individual chooses to deal with 

Others as though blind to their actual existence. In 

practicing a sort of a-factual solipsism, says Sartre, 

I act as if I were alone in the world. I brush 
against 'people' as I brush against a wall; I avoid 
them as I avoid obstacles. Their freedom-as-object is 
or me only their 'coefficient of adversity.' (380) 

Although the mode of indifference carries with it the 

relative 'advantages' of reassurance and self-confidence 

(e.g., because I am not made ill at ease by the Other's 

look; because I am in a state opposite to those called 

'shyness' or 'timidity'; because I do not sense myself as 

being 'outside'), it nonetheless fails at resolving either 

of the fundamental projects whose resolution is intended by 

relations with Others: 1) first, that of really providing 

protection against the Other's freedom; and 2) secondly. 



223 

that of making me my own totality, i.e., of making me 

complete in the face of the realization that only through 

apprehending the Other's freedom am I, myself, made free. 

But, given (1), the failure of indifference is that 

the act of avoiding the Other's look merely throws me back 

upon the resources of my own subjectivity—that is, I lose 

the 'check and balance' of the Other as a subject whose 

interpretation of the world must, by necessity, hold my own 

in check; and 2) the fact of ignoring, so to speak, the 

existence of the Other (Sartre's own term is 'blindness') 

merely has the effect of making me more aware of his real 

existence, i.e., that ignoring the Other carries the danger 

of having this Other's look "alienate me behind my back." 

It is, then, that this project, though capably sustained for 

prolonged periods of time, is ultimately doomed to failure. 

(381-82) 

The project defined by one's "getting hold of the 

Other's free subjectivity through his objectivity-for-me" is 

sexual desire. (382) Sexual desire, far from being a 

phenomenon specifically classified among the "psycho

physiological reactions" is, for Sartre, the original mode 

of realizing Being-for-Others. Far from being in strict 

correlation with the mere nature of our sexual organs, for 

Sartre, 

Just as the sex organs are a contingent and particular 
formation of our body, so the desire which corresponds 
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to them would be a contingent modality of our psychic 
life; that is, it would be described only on the level 
of an empirical psychology based on biology. (383) 

To speak, then, of a 'sex instinct' is to speak of 

desire and the psychic structures referring to it. Though 

sexual desire is more often understood as a "fact of 

consciousness in direct connection with the sexual organs" 

it is for Sartre problematic that a For-itself should be 

only 'accidentally' sexual—that is, by the pure contingency 

of one's having a bodv that must, by the conditions 

stipulated of 'human reality,' be specified as either 

'masculine' or 'feminine.' On this point, he questions 

whether we can 

. . . admit that this tremendous matter of the sexual 
life comes as a kind of addition to the human 
condition? . . . It is evident that if sexuality 
derives its origin from sex as a physiological and 
contingent determination of man, it can not be 
indispensable to the being of the For-Others . . . 
Man, it is said, is a sexual being because he 
possesses a sex. And if the reverse were true? If 
sex were only the instrument and, so to speak, the 
image of a fundamental sexuality? If man possesses a 
sex only because he is originally and fundamentally a 
sexual being as a being who exists in the world in 
relation with other men? (383) 

As justification for his point, Sartre notes that infantile 

sexuality certainly precedes the mature development (and, we 

need suppose, the knowledgeable utilization) of the sex 

organs; that, moreover, both eunuchs and elderly men do not 

cease to feel sexual desire. To Sartre, one's ability to 

utilize the sex organs to bring about fertilization and/or 
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enjoyment, is but one phase and one aspect of our sexual 

lives. For although he would maintain that there is only 

one mode of sexuality with the possibility of satisfaction 

(that represented by 'developed,' e.g., adult, sexuality), 

he admits that other modes of sexuality (e.g., those that do 

not resolve themselves in satisfaction) do exist, and 

. . . if we take these modes into account we are 
forced to recognize that sexuality appears with birth 
and disappears only with death. (383-84) 

Whatever sexual desire then is, it is not an experience/ 

phenomenon capably explained by reference to the sex organs 

alone. Rather, Sartre argues that if sexual desire is to be 

understood, its understanding must emerge—not from an 

exclusive understanding of bodily functions per se. but from 

reference to our being-in-the-world and to being-for-others. 

To "desire a human being, not an insect or a mollusk" is to 

desire an Other as the Other is, and as the individual is in 

the world. 

On the assumption, then, that there is a fundamental 

question which attaches to human sexuality, it is the 

question whether sexuality is: l) a contingent accident 

bound to our physiological nature; or 2) a necessary 

structure of being-for-itself-for-others. Sartre's answer 

(which he takes as demonstrating the power of his ontology) 

is that the dialectic of self-other can explicate the 
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experienced structure of sexual desire, for he maintains 

that 

. . . ontology can decide the question only by 
determining and fixing the meaning of sexual existence 
for-the-Other. To have sex means ... to exist 
sexually for an Other who exists sexually for me . . . 
The first apprehension of the Other's sexuality in so 
far as it is lived and suffered can only be desire; it 
is by desiring the Other [or by discovering myself as 
incapable of desiring him] or by apprehending his 
desire for me that I discover his being-sexual. 
Desire reveals to me simultaneously my being-sexed and 
his being sexed, my body as sex . . . therefore in 
order to decide the nature and ontological position of 
sex we are referred to the study of desire. (384) 

But what is desire, to Sartre? This new question can 

be answered only by delimitation, i.e., by asking, "Desire 

of what?" 

First abandoned, he says, are the companion notions 

that by 'desire' is meant either pleasure, or the desire of 

pain's cessation. How, after all, does the desiring subject 

get so far as to 'attach' his desire to a particular object? 

How is it that desiring a particular person differs from 

desiring our sexual satisfaction? Rather than taking this 

path toward discovery, it is better that we define desire by 

its transcendent object; (385) it is similarly inaccurate, 

claims Sartre, to define desire as a desire for 'physical 

possession' of the desired object, if what we mean by 

desire, is a desire to "make love to" this desired Other. 

If desire for the desired Object/Other is—say, painful and/ 
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or fatiguing, the sexual act has the effect of momentarily 

freeing us from desire, but here it is necessary that the 

desire be itself posited as an expression "to be overcome" 

by means of a reflective consciousness. But, desire is 

itself 'non-reflective' and could not ever posit itself as 

an object to be overcome. Only, concludes Sartre, would a 

roue 

represent his desire to himself, treat it as an 
object, excite it, "turn it off," vary the means of 
assuaging it, etc. (385) 

For, in this case it is the desire which itself becomes the 

desirable fulfillment of itself, the mistake here being the 

roue's having learned that this or that other sexual act 

suppresses the desire. We know now that there is/exists 

pleasure, even apart from there being either an object to or 

goal of one's desire (e.g., "of procreation, the sacred 

character of maternity, the exceptional strength of the 

pleasure provoked by ejaculation, the symbolic value 

attached to the sexual act"). That some see no other goal 

for sexual desire than ejaculation, allows them to conceive 

of sexual desire's having this and this only as its 

immediate end. But desire, says Sartre, 

. . . by no means implies the sexual act; desire does 
not thematically posit it, does not even suggest it in 
outline, as one sees when it is a question of the 
desire of very young children or of adults who are 
ignorant of the 'technique' of love. (385) 
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Desire, far from being the sum of an illusive set of amorous 

practices (as proven by the diversity of sexual practices 

varying with social groups), is not a general desire of 

doing. If it were, then what we know as 'sexual desire' 

would have only to do with apprenticeship and technique. 

But suppose now that we allow for sexual desire's 

being the desire of a body. In one sense, says Sarte, we 

would be more correct in this than in the former 

supposition. Yet, though it is the body (e.g., a breast, 

thigh, etc.) which might initially attract us, it must be as 

immediately allowed that this breast, this thigh remains an 

object of attraction only insofar as they are attached to 

another whole body—one whose ultimate attractiveness is 

that of the person who possesses this body. There is, 

however, a further question—one that follows from the act 

of desiring an Other: what does desire wish from the object 

of desire? Also, who is the one who desires? 

For this latter question, we must at all times assume 

that desire is a particular mode of someone's subjectivity, 

i.e., that in all cases, to say that someone is desired is 

to posit the existence of someone who desires. It is much 

the same with another form of desire—that of hunger. To 

Sartre, sexual desire—like hunger—presupposes a certain 

impoverishment of the body; desire, in addition, has the 

effect of indicating (for the body) the 'troubled' character 
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of murky water. The phenomena attendant to the desire for 

food (e.g., the impoverishment of the blood, abundant 

salivary secretion, contractions of the tunica, etc.) are 

described and classified from the point of view of the 

other, but are a matter of purest facticity from the point 

of view of that one whose hunger it is. It is much the same 

for sexual desire. But what distinguishes the former from 

the latter case, according to Sartre, is that in hunger the 

body 'flings' itself toward the possibilities of its 

fulfillment in a way that it does not in sexual desire. 

Hunger is a surpassing of corporal facticity and the body 

becomes the past or passed-beyond facticity (i.e., of a 

hunger that was not, yet is now fulfilled). Though in 

sexual desire we find, as common to hunger, a negligent 

body-state, the consciousness that desires to exist sexually 

exists the facticity of its desire and, as such 'coalesces' 

with the desire for the Other. Whereas we commonly use 

certain expressions to describe the specificity of sexual 

desire (e.g., that such a desire has "taken us over" or has 

"overwhelmed us"), sexual desire effectively comprises the 

desiring individual's desire; as in hunger, the individual 

who desires is seen as being an accomplice to his/her own 

desiring state. The desiring consciousness is that 

consciousness which wills itself 'devoured' by the 

consciousness of another. It is, in fact, an appetite 
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directed toward the Other's body—a consciousness making 

itself body. (389) In grasping the Other, the grasping body 

is made aware of both the Other's flesh and its own flesh as 

facticity. If sexual desire can be said to have its own 

goal, it is this: to produce, in the Other, an incarnation 

of consciousness of the Other as the identity that exists in 

the desiring body. For, according to Sartre, 

. . . the revelation of the Other's flesh is made 
through my own flesh ... I incarnate myself in order 
to realize the incarnation of the Other ... I make 
myself flesh in order to impel the Other to realize 
for-herself and for me her own flesh ... I make her 
enjoy my flesh through her flesh in order to compel 
her to feel herself flesh. And so possession truly 
appears as a double reciprocal incarnation. Thus in 
desire there is an attempt at the incarnation of 
consciousness (the 'troubled' consciousness) in order 
to realize the incarnation of the Other. (391) 

Of note, however, is Sartre's contention that "desire is not 

first nor primarily a relation to the world," but rather 

that the world is a ground for explicit relations with 

Others, (392) i.e., only one of the possible modes of 

relating to the world through the Other. But at the same 

time, the ideal of sexual desire (to possess the Other's 

transcendence ̂  transcendence and as body) is doomed to 

failure. For, in throwing myself toward the Other 

facticity—in throwing aside the acts and functions of 

other so as to touch the Other as flesh, the 'I' of desire 

• r~ J 4-v^a n+*hGr But as the self s incarnates both itself and the Otner 
other's incarnation (as 

incarnation involves not only the 



231 

determined by the desiring self) but also the incarnation of 

the Other in the Other's own eyes, to involve the Other in 

desire is at one and the same time to necessarily alter the 

real presence of that desired Other; the Other as subject 

who yet, for desire's completion, must be reduced to object. 

If, moreover, it occurs that his 'desire' culminates in 

pleasure (that sexual desire lead to fulfillment in some 

sort of sexual activity), then it must be that this 

'pleasure' is also exempletive of desire's failure. For, if 

the "incarnation is manifested by (the) erection and the 

erection ceases with ejaculation," (397) it follows from 

this that the ejaculation also ends the incarnation.^® In 

addition, says Sartre 

. . . pleasure closes the sluice to desire because it 
motivates the appearance of a reflective consciousness 
of pleasure, whose object becomes a reflective 
enjoyment; that is, it is attention to the incarnation 
of the For-itself which is reflected-on and by the 
same token is forgetful of the Other's incarnation. 
(397) 

^°It is perhaps interesting to note that the same point 
is argued by Janice Moulton in "Sex and Reference." 
According to Moulton, our confusion having to do with the 
word 'intercourse' lies in our having erroneously conceived 
its having a symmetrical nature. She argues that an 
examination of the word's true meaning, demonstrates that 
'intercourse' ends with male ejaculation. If, as has been a 
familiar feminist claim, what women want is equal access to 
orgasmic intercourse, then Moulton's point is that a woman— 
in order to claim "orgasm during intercourse"—must either 
orgasm before the male or at such time as he also orgasms; 
this, because an orgasm following the male's orgasm cannot 
be said to have occurred during intercourse. 
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This is to say that the desiring consciousness, by attending 

to its own incarnation, must of necessity lose sight (for 

either the short or long-term of it) of the Other's 

incarnation; the incarnation of the desiring consciousness 

absorbs the incarnation of the Other's consciousness to the 

point that this 'absorption' may become the activity's 

ultimate goal. At this point there occurs a "rupture of 

contact and desire misses its goal." (397) 

It is this failure of desire that can lead to 

masochism, the stage described by Sartre in which 

consciousness "demands to be apprehended and transcended as 

body-for-the-Other by means of the Other's consciousness." 

(398) Both masochism and its opposite, sadism, want the 

non-reprocity of sexual relations; enjoying, alternately, 

the freely given or appropriated power of the Other's given 

or appropriated consciousness. While masochism is an effort 

to incarnate the Other through submission, it is in sadism 

an effort to achieve the same end through violence. In 

either case, however, the Other is in the final analysis yet 

free, and the project of having obtained the Other' freely-

given freedom has failed. 

Sartre Summarv 

What now can be said of the positional importance of 

the Other in Sartre's scheme of sexual desire? 

Specifically, does the Sartrean model allow us to make sense 
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of the concept of sexual desire apart from those cases in 

which some Other is the object of that desire? 

It would appear clear from those passages already 

noted (as well as from a number of others which, for the 

sake of brevity, have been omitted from a more direct 

scrutiny) that for Sartre, though sexual desire may in some 

few instances not imply the sexual act, (385) it otherwise 

implies the real existence of an Other as object of this 

desire. For though he states that desire—in and of itself-

- neither thematically posits nor in outline suggests the 

desire for sexual activitv (witness, or instance, the 

"desire of very young children or of adults who are ignorant 

of the 'technique' involved")—he nonetheless suggests that 

the positive goal of sexual desire is the production of such 

desire in some specific (i.e., desired) Other. So, if what 

is intended by 'sexual desire' is to 'have sexual 

intentions,' then for Sartre it is clear that having such 

intentions means to exist sexually for an Other who exists 

sexually for me. Given, moreover, his position that 

"neither the tumescence of the penis nor any other 

physiological phenomenon can ever explain or provoke sexual 

desire" (which he likens to the futility of attempting an 

explanation of fear by reference to the faso-constriction or 

dilation of the pupils), he similarly concludes that 

"although the body plays an important role (in the 
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expression of sexual desire) we must—in order to understand 

it—refer to being-in-the-world and to being-for-Others." 

(384) We are led to conclude, therefore, that in its more 

mundane and unfettered state (i.e., in those cases in which 

it is not merely a case of undirected, infantile fumblings 

or of the eunuch who cannot, or the 'old man' whose memories 

have outlived his effective performance) sexual desire is 

both the desire for "having sex" with some Other, and too, 

the desire that this Other share in this desire. 

But, in light of the limitations on sexual desire 

allowed by the Sartrean analysis, a further clarification is 

seemingly possible; one that is intended to lend credence to 

my own argument for the reality of the unitary frame of 

sexuality. If we were to divide Sartre's 'sexual desire' 

into two categories—directed and nondirected—then the type 

of sexual desire which normally lends to its fulfillment in 

sexual activity with an Other is (in all but one case) 

directed, and that which does not so lead is nondirected. 

The former category would allow that even should such desire 

not find its fulfillment in the type of activity designated 

by the desiring party as 'sexual activity,' the concrete 

existence of some particular Other is, in fact, the source 

of that desire's emergence. From the latter category, it 

would be allowed that sexual desire also leads itself to 

both a premature (and so, essentially nondirected) and post 
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mature/de facto stage, in which such 'desire,' primarily in 

the form of arousal, either may or may not have as its 

object some specific Other—but is at any rate 'ineffectual' 

(i.e., inasmuch as, by virtue of the Sartrean gambit, sexual 

desire is the desire to enter into the 'double reciprocal 

incarnation' of sexual activity). Such a division would, at 

any rate, give explanation to infantile sexuality (arousal), 

in the absence of an Other-object as the source of such 

arousal, for what is presumably the pleasure that such 

arousal brings) and the arousal Sartre attributes to those 

who, by his criteria, are otherwise incapable of sexual 

performance. 

We are now in a position to answer the question 

whether this Sartrean model allows our making sense of 

sexual desire apart from its direction to some Other. On 

this point, if indeed on no other, Sartre's position is 

clear. Since it is his position that the "world appears 

only as the ground for explicit relations with the Other" 

and that it is "usually ... on the occasion of the Other's 

presence that the world is revealed as the world of desire," 

it follows for him that sexual desire can only "accessorily 

. . . be revealed on the occasion of the absence of a 

particular Other or even on occasion of the absence of all 

Others." (392-93) But absence is itself for Sartre a 

concrete existential relation; the original ground of Being-
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for-Others. His apparent reticence at dismissing the 

Other's importance to the scheme of sexual desire is 

adamantly pronounced: 

I can, of course, by discovering my body in solitude, 
abruptly realize myself as flesh, "suffocate" with 
desire, and experience the world as "suffocating." 
But this solitary desire is an appeal to either a 
particular Other or the presence of the 
indifferentiated Other. I desire to be revealed as 
flesh by means of and for another flesh. I try to 
cast a spell over the Other and make him appear; and 
the world of desire indicates by a sort of prepared 
space the Other whom I am calling. (393) 

If we take this particular passage as referring to 

masturbation, then Sartre would appear to be saying that 

even in this most solitary of activities, the Other—though 

absent—is yet present through (and by virtue of) its very 

absence! 

But a logical consequence of this assessment, given 

Sartre's previous statements, would be that masturbation—in 

and of itself—is what emerges (given one's ability) from 

sexual desire, and if sexual desire implies the desire to 

exist sexually for an Other who exists sexually or me, then 

sexual activities are all and only those activities which 

cause me to exist sexually for some Other who similarly 

exists for me. Inasmuch as masturbation, as an activity, 

does not forge a path for the Other's existence (meaningful 

or otherwise), it would not qualify as an act deservedly 

entitled 'sexual activity.' It was perhaps in an attempt to 

salvage the 'sexual' character (as activity) of this 
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perennial 'alternative' to such activity that Sartre allows 

for masturbation's viability—but with the theoretical 

underpinnings of his own conceptual analysis. If 

masturbation is to retain its maverick status, then it must 

be the case that the masturbator imagines some real (and, we 

can perhaps assume, otherwise unattainable) Other as object 

of the masturbator's desire. To elect masturbation in lieu 

of relating to some Other—to, moreover, consider this 

activity as enabling one to "be fully in and for oneself" 

and thereby to escape from involvement with Others—is, by 

the Sartrean analysis, at best exempletive of 'bad faith.' 

Sartre and the Direction of Sexual Philosophv 

Given Sartre's own suggestion that his "few remarks" 

not be taken as having exhausted either the problems of sex 

or the possible attitudes toward the Other, (406) it is most 

remarkable that the initial contributions to what would 

later, in Anglo-American circles, be called 'sexual 

philosophy' did, in act, just that. Not only do these early 

offerings argue the uncritical acceptance of the view of sex 

as binary, but each credits either Sartre—or some other 

commentary on the Sartrean analysis—with having laid the 

foundation for the view that they espouse. 
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Roger Taylor's "Sexual Experiences,"^^ preceded only 

by John King-Farlow's "The Sartrean Analysis of 

Sexuality"and Joseph J. Kockelmans' "Merleau-Ponty on 

Sexuality,"^® appear to have been the forerunners in a 

trend toward focusing on the implications for sexuality of a 

specific point of view. But Taylor's essay further 

distinguished itself on two grounds: first, as a 

contemporary philosophical essay whose treatment of the 

issues involved was from a decidedly analytic perspective; 

and secondly, as an essay which took as its basis for 

argument some aspect of the philosophical position as 

subjected to its analysis, i.e., which argues with that 

philosophical expression in an efort to both make and 

substantiate some new position as stressed from the 

(Sartrean) original. 

For Taylor, the point of departure from Sartre is a 

thesis he attributes to Sartre,^" namely that sexual desire 

(i.e., the desire to engage some Other in a project of 

^^Roger Taylor. "Sexual Experiences." Proceedings of 
the Aristotelian Societv. 68 (1968): 87-104. 

^^John King-Farlow. "The Sartrean Analysis of 
Sexuality." The Journal of Existential Psvchiatrv. 2 
(1962): 290-302. 

^^Joseph J. Kockelmans. "Merleau-Ponty on Sexuality." 
The Journal of Existentialism. 6, (Fall, 1965): 9-30. 

^^This thesis is actually the product of Sartre's 
treatment by A. Manser in Sartre: A Philosophic Studv 
(London: Althone Press, 1966). 
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desire's mutuality) solves the problem of Other persons 

(which would be roughly equivalent to providing philosophic 

solution to the "existence of other minds"). Although the 

position Taylor sets out to defend is actually not one which 

Sartre himself would have found defensible,^® it is of far 

greater importance that Taylor, in presenting his position, 

made reference to Sartre rather than to those philosophies 

(presumably as capable of holding implications for 

sexuality) detailed by Kant ("Duties toward the Body in 

Respect of Sexual Impulse"), Schopenhauer ("Essay on Women"; 

"The Metaphysics of Sexual Love"), Ortega y Gasset fOn Love. 

1939), Russell ("Our Sexual Ethics") or the sexual or socio

political philosophies of Plato, Rousseau, Engels, Foucault 

or Marcuse. 

But Taylor is, by all appearances, not alone in his 

preference for construing a theoretical account of sexuality 

based on an interpretation (or, as in this case, a 

misinterpretation) of Sartre's position. Thomas Nagel's 

"Sexual Perversion"^® not only grounds its argument on an 

errant rendering of Sartre's conception of sexual desire's 

"double reciprocal incarnation," but is itself perhaps the 

^®Sartre. Being and Nothingness. Translator's 
Introduction, p. xl-xli. 

^®Thomas Nagel. "Sexual Perversion." The Journal of 
Philosophv. 66, No. 1 (1969): 5-17. Reprinted in Baker and 
Elliston's The Philosophv of Sex. 
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17 most frequently quoted essay of this philosophical genre. 

But this influence, this reliance on the Sartrean model of 

sexuality is not exhausted by the sexual philosophies of 

Taylor and Nagel. To be sure, evidence of this influence is 

rather pervasive. For instance, Robert Solomon's "Sexual 

Paradigms"^® gives no appearance of having questioned 

Nagel's basic agreement with the Sartrean explication of 

sexuality. Instead of raising doubts about the (Sartrean) 

model itself, Solomon argues that Nagel's analysis of sexual 

perversion is quite simply incorrect. On Solomon's view, 

Nagel was correct in concurring with the view of sexual 

relations' 'properly' involving a reciprocal recognition of 

intentions (to say of X that, 'X sexually desires Y' is—for 

Sartre—the equivalent of attributing to X the desire that Y 

desire X), but was incorrect in his identification of 

reciprocal pleasure as the principle goal of sexual 

activity. To Solomon, who Soble credits with having 

"completed the linguistic turn in sexual philosophy,"^® the 

^^Nagel's own statement that "the best discussion of 
these matters (i.e., sexual desire) . . . appears in part 
III of Sartre's Being and Nothingness and further, that ". . 
. it (Being and Nothingness) has influenced my own views" 
makes explicit this albeit erroneous ideological reliance on 
Sartre. 

^®Robert Solomon. "Sexual Paradigms." The Journal of 
Philosophv 71, No. 11 (1974) 336-345. 

^®Alan Soble. "An Introduction to the Philosophy of 
Sex," in The Philosophv of Sex, pg. 9-10. 
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point of sexual activity is the conveyance—the 

communication—of a whole range of messages which the simple 

language of 'pleasure' fails to exhaust. 

But, choose as one might between a reciprocity of 

pleasure and a reciprocity of communicative intentions, what 

remains is; 1) Solomon's agreement with Nagel on a form of 

sexuality that is essentially Sartrean; and 2)—as entailed 

t»y (1)—Solomon's agreement with Nagel that sexuality is 

essentially a relation between persons involving the 

reciprocal recognition of an intent to do X. What remains 

are the vestiges of a model whose presumed appropriateness 

lingers on as an unquestioned 'given.' 

Of greater importance to the scheme of sexuality 

envisioned by this writer, is that both Nagel and Solomon 

find room in their respective theories for fault with 

autoerotic masturbation as a choice/form of sexuality, if 

for no other reason than that such an act does not conform 

to the Sartrean model as thev see it. On the other hand, 

neither Nagel nor Solomon find homosexuality to be 

necessarily condemnable, just as Sartre himself did not. 

Sartre observes that 

. . . the contingency of bodies, the structure of the 
original project which I am, the history which I 
historicize can usually determine the sexual attitude 
to remain implicit, inside more complex conduct. For 
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example, it is only seldom that one explicitly desires 
and Other "of the same sex."^° 

In light of this, it would seem that the 'sexual' project is 

not even temporarily abandoned if the object of one's desire 

is a person of one's own sex. It is, however, both 

complicated and imbued with conceptual quagmire if the 

object of one's desire is not an Other, but one's own bodily 

pleasurings as entirely directed toward oneself. That both 

Nagel and Solomon should find fault with masturbation is not 

surprising, given both their preferences for a model whose 

envisioned completion requires at least two. Due to their 

embrace of the Sartrean view of sexuality, both the 

recognition of reciprocal intentions and the limitations 

imposed by any communicative scheme requires (at the very 

least) a pair of actors. Under Nagel, autoeroticism 

requires no special intentions, either expressed or 

recognized. His specific criticism would leave unanswered 

the question whether one can, in fact, enter into a 

'reciprocal' relation with oneself. Under Solomon, the 

failure of masturbation is that there would not—by his 

stated criteria—be any possibility for communicating any 

range of human emotions. In fact, in having neglected 

reference to Sartre's ontology, both Solomon and Nagel's 

interpretations of his views are so thin that serious 

20 Being and Nothingness. p. 407. 
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reference to either ought initially have been discouraged. 

Solomon's criticisms are particularly interesting in that, 

by deemphasizing the value and status of private 

communication (the diarist, for example), he fails to see 

that we really do send more messages to ourselves than he 

imagines—ones which are, at any rate, as worthy of 

deciphering as any others. 

It is Hugh T. Wilder, in his "The Language of sex and 

the sex of Language"^' who points out that masturbation 

might just be a type of language that one speaks exclusively 

to oneself. How, this way of thinking would conserve in 

place the point of view that sex has more or less to do with 

language, but would leave unanswered the question to whom-

if indeed anyone-the content of one's message(s) need 

necessarily be conveyed, on this point, I find 

noteworthy that Solomon's "Sex and Perversion"^ (whic^ 

preceded his "Sexual Paradigms", had maintained at he 

~ 

sexual behavior; what, after a , ,conversation' at 
tural ability to carry on more than natural ao meeting 

nivision ' DiegO/ 
2^paper presented at 99-118. 

e«f"ietv for Philosophy o pjyipgoEliy 
^?®1979. Reprinted in Sobe " Baker an 

March 1 perversi®",' 268-287. 
22Robert Solomon, "f®* ® 1st editio"' 

EHilasgpUil-^ni^' 
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a time?^^ That the muliple conversant should achieve a 

legitimacy of status not accorded the sililoquist (or, as 

Wilder himself suggests, the private diarist) is a telling 

condemnation of a theoretical lineage which could hold such 

a position, or maintain its possible truth. Nathan 

Oaklander's impassioned defense of "Sartre on Sex"^** makes 

an equally counter-intuitive claim when, in arguing against 

Roger Taylor's presumably valid concern that Sartre's 

position (i.e., that one who sexually desires another wishes 

actually to reduce that Other's consciousness to a 

consciousness of itself as flesh) failed at being altogether 

convincing, he (Oaklander) replies that 

The various descriptions of sexual desire that Sartre 
offers do fit my experience . . . although we do not 
often think of desire in terms of "reducing another's 
consciousness to a consciousness of one-self as flesh 
only," we do think of and experience desire as a 
mutual awareness, or as a desire that the Other desire 
me as I desire the Other, and that is essentially what 
Sartre means by the enigmatic phrase. Sartre cannot 
be refuted bv a simple appeal to our experience. 

If it is truly Oaklander's point that appealing to our 

personal experiences with sexual desire does not suffice to 

refute Sartre, (and since what Sartre provides is by his 

admission a part of his own experience), then it is only 

23 Ibid., p. 285-286. 

^^Nathan L. Oaklander. "Sartre on Sex." In Sobel's 
Philosophv of Sex; pgs. 190-206. 

25 Ibid., pg. 203. 
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fair to conclude that for Oaklander personal experience has 

the force of proving Sartre right, but not the force of 

proving him wrong. So zealous is Oaklander's defense of 

this alleged Sartrean connection, that he goes so far as to 

substantiate his point by reference to those contributors 

(Taylor, Shaffer, Nagel, Solomon, Pierce, Collins, et. al.) 

whose faulty interpretations had set the stage for the 

confusion. He at no time gives the appearance of having 

seriously questioned either the correctness of this view, or 

the possibility of any other alternative to the model of 

sexuality that he defends. 

At any rate, the 1968 date maintained by the 

anthologizers as issuing in the formal beginnings of 

philosophical sex-talk, coincides with the ball sent rolling 

by Taylor, Nagel and Solomon—one whose initial position had 

been set by Sartre—and in whose path is reflected, not only 

the philosophical accounts of sexuality which have been 

noted, but also several which have escaped analysis in these 

few pages. Although Janice Moulton believes that women 

"left alone in the kitchen might learn to cook for 

themselves"^® she does not, given her embrace of this 

particular model, consider that 'cooking' might—after all— 

be a solitary activity. Sara Ruddick's "Better Sex" lets 

^®Janice Moulton. "Sex and Reference." In Baker and 
Elliston's Philosophv and Sex. 1st edition: 34-44. 
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slip that whatever there may be about sex which is better 

might actually reside in one's selection of a partner, i.e., 

that the poorer of lovers is simply that one who takes more 

than it gives.But the effect of this is that one can 

only have control over the selection of someone whose task 

it will then be to artifully or sensitively provide us with 

what we are presumed to be incapable of providing for 

ourselves. Alan Goldman's rejection, in "Plan Sex"^® of 

the form predominant to 'means-end' sexual analysis (e.g., 

reproduction, 'love,' 'communication' and 'interpersonal 

awareness') does not, in this writer's estimation, get 

'plain' enough. As in the cases of those other theorists 

mentioned, what holds Goldman in sway is his adherence to a 

particular model of sexuality which seems to have dominated 

the philosophical conception of what it is that something 

called 'sex' should properly involve. 

But to what extent can all or any of this be properly 

attributed to the Sartrean model of sexuality? 

Specifically, can it be argued that this model influenced 

the sexual philosophies emerging in its wake? Such an 

argument is possible, not only from the standpoint of those 

(albeitly misconceived) essays which served to formally 

"Sara Ruddick. "Better Sex." In Baker and Elliston's 
Philosophv and Sex. 2nd eition; 280-299. 

^®Alan Goldman. Philosophv and Public Affairs 6, No. 3 
(Spring, 1977): 267-287. 
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initiate this sort of philosophical reflection, but also 

from what Sartre himself had to say concerning the 

importance of sexuality to his sense of our being-in-the-

world with others. By providing his conception of sexuality 

with an ontological backing, Sartre succeeds in creating a 

theory of sexuality whose refutation would require nothing 

less than the restructure or collapse of the system in its 

entirety. In this case, the troublesome 'ontological fact' 

which seems to have dictated a preference for Sartre's model 

of sexuality is his particular conception of involvement 

with the Other as expressing some sort of response to a 

person's original project of deciphering the world. It is 

clear that Sartre, in preparing Being and Nothingness, had 

in mind a critique of those earlier phenomenological 

accounts which had sought a description of human 

consciousness devoid of its sexual features. Although it is 

equally clear that he sought, specifically, to take issue 

with the sexlessness of Heidegger's subject-in-the-world 

(Dasein) in Being and Time, it is no less the case that, as 

Robert Solomon has been credited with having said, "Sartre's 

notion of sexuality, taken seriously, would be enough to 

keep us out of bed [with Others] for a month. 

^®Robert Solomon. "Sexual Paradigms," in Soblep. 95. 
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Perhaps, as has been suggested by John King-Farlow in 

his "The Sartrean Analysis of Sexuality,the problem 

with Sartre's account of sexuality is identical to the 

problem with his system's re-theorization of consciousness. 

Whereas those previous conceptions of sexual desire that are 

the subject of Sartre's attack had considered only our 

sexual being, it was for Sartre mandatory that both erotic 

drives and the uses made by humans of their sexual organs be 

explained in terms of 'ontology' rather than physiology.®^ 

But in doing so, it is King-Farlow's claim that Sartre 

manages to commit two®^ extremely significant errors. For 

the first of these, even if we should (or for that matter 

could) overlook the gloom and doom of Sartre's prospect for 

human recovery from an essentially unescapable aloneness, 

the fact would remain that the "rationalistic, deductive 

nature of Sartre's enterprise" marks the pursuit of an old 

essentialist project later rejected in Existentialism and 

Humanism that simply replaces the concept of 'human nature' 

with that of the 'human condition' in Being and Nothingness. 

Given this fundamental essentialism, what Sartre promotes is 

®°op. cit. 

®^Ibid., 291. 

32T ^King Farlow actually mentions four criticisms of 
Sartre's position. For the sake of this writing, however, 
two of these have been collapsed into one, and one more has 
been omitted entirely. 
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an analysis of what the structures of human consciousness 

must be—but fails to provide any empirically assessed, 

arguable ground for why his particular view is or even ought 

be the case. Contrary to Oaklander's stalwart defense of 

Sartre on these matters, King-Farlow seems to be saying that 

not only do appeals to experience matter, but that Sartre, 

in his dismissal of such appeals in Being and Nothingness, 

fares little better than his arch-enemy Freud, whose own 

pessimistic determinism Sartre had openly opposed. 

The second of these criticisms has to do with the 

conception of consciousness itself. The question could 

quite simply be put this way: If we accept Sartre's view of 

consciousness, are we compelled to accept his view of 

sexuality? Conversely put, does a particular view of 

sexuality result from a conception of consciousness in such 

a way that this and only this view of consciousness would 

entail it? 

The answer to both questions, I believe, is yes. 

Although a model of sexuality need not necessarily be 

grounded in a definitive ontology, the existence of such an 

ontology would force a theory of sexuality within the realms 

of logical consistency. Whereas King-Farlow's point is that 

Sartre's account of consciousness and its relation to 
sexuality, despite his intervals of describing 
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empirical situations, cannot be said to follow 
logically from obvious premises.^® 

I insist that it is not the structure of his (Sartre's) 

argument, but the premises themselves that are and ought 

properly be the subjects of inquiry. Specifically, we are 

justified in questioning a theory which would thrust an 

individual possessor of consciousness into such an 

intrinsically conflictual dynamic; one which would have this 

consciousness, as cast to an absurd drama, peering through 

to a corridor of Others whose progression is marked with the 

realization that only they (or, more precisely, their 

acnowledgement of him as other-than-object) can support his 

own consciousness in the required "reciprocal imbrication of 

being" (236) alleged by Sartre. All this, while at the same 

time these Others occasionally peer back (presumably through 

similarly distant vantages and with similar intent) at him. 

A major consequence of this view, and one which has had an 

unfortunate influence on a number of sexual philosophies, is 

that a strong dichotomy of 'peer-ers' and 'peer-ees,' makes 

for an equally strong dichotomy of agents and respondents to 

agency; of active and passive participants; of those who 

and of those to whom something is done. 

This conclusion does seem to follow from Sartre's 

theory of consciousness, given 1) his position that the 

33 Ibid., 300, 
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project described as getting hold "of the Other's free 

subjectivity through his objectivity-for-me" is sexual 

desire; and that 2) for Sartre, the issues of human 

sexuality have less to do with "the prompting of a man or 

woman's particular organs"^'^ than with the hopeless quest 

of the individual consciousness for self-coincidence. 

Sartre would have us accept that individual relationships 

with Others are actually attempts made at establishing an 

unconditional foundation of identity through that or those 

Others (Being-for-Others). But if all these confrontations 

with Others reduce one's Transcendent status over things 

(the brute factuals) in-the-world to a state transcended by 

the existence of this or these Others, then the Sartrean 

explication of sexuality is essentially imbued with 

conflict, frustration and the burdensome continued presence 

of the Other in one's own fundamental (in Sartre's terms, 

'original') project. In essence, every lover—given this 

model of what it means to exist sexually for Others would 

by necessity be a selfish or destructive Other, whose 

primary concern is for his or her own being—as—freedom. 

Indeed, it is no surprise to find in Sartre's view of 

sexuality that "desire is itself doomed to failure," (396) 

and also that "pleasure is the death and the failure of 

desire." (397) What, for Sartre, sexual desire entails has 

34 Ibid., 293. 
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actually very little to do with what we might normally 

consider 'sex.' Rather, as Nagel has opined, according to 

Sartre all attempts made at incorporating "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 both unstable and doomed to collapse. But 

this would, within the given system, be as true of the 

sexual as of the non-sexual attitude. So throughly is this 

the case, that were it not for assumptions like Goldman's 

that we "already know what sex is," its features would not 

be revealed in Sartre's analysis. What Nagel labels as this 

ongoing project of an "embodied consciousness coming to 

terms with the existence of Others" is really all that 

Sartre gives us, and this—if truly descriptive of 

relations-with-Others—is ultimately unhelpful in the 

analysis of sexuality as one of these relations. 

Given this, it seems particularly odd that so many of 

those initial (and ongoing) contributions to sexual 

philosophy have either an admitted or traceable allegiance 

to this Sartrean model. If the question were to be asked, 

'In what sense is Sartre's a philosophy of human 

sexuality?', one would have to admit that Sartre is 

primarily speaking of the attempt to inflict one's conscious 

interpretation of the world upon the world/ and only 

^®Thomas Nagel. "Sexual Perversion." In Sobel, p. 81. 
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secondarily of how it is that this is accomplishable through 

the existences of other persons with whom there is a sexual 

involvement. Its major feature, the desire/objectifioation 

of the Other, does qualify its distinctively 'human' 

feature. But it is unclear, given Sartre's primary focus, 

if the thrust of an allegedly Sartrean-based sexual 

philosophy can even be authentically sexual. In the 

classification of sexual foci provided by W. M. Alexander in 

"Philosophers Have Avoided sex,"== though Sartre is not 

specifically mentioned, his would most closely approximate a 

'mono-sexual' approach to the subject of sexuality: 

... the major image of the contemporary age may be . 

. . the man who is independent sexually, 
mono-sexual, in need of no deep or lasting telati 
with a partner of the opposite sex. He is literal y 
solipsist . . . 

It is perhaps important to note here that Alexnader is not 

speaking of solitary, masturbatory sexual activity, but of 

that sort of sex engaged in by persons whose actions toward 

the Other would otherwise indicate either that they are the 

only person involved, or most certainly that theirs are the 

only real concerns in the relationship that truly matter. 

Though Alexander goes on to say of the mono-sexualist that 

"sexually he is the only one who exists" and that for this 

one, "nothing else in the universe is an appropriate sexual 

3®W.M. Alexander. "Philosophers Have Avoided Sex." 
nioaenes 72 (1970): 56-74. 
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partner," it is the conclusion on this type of sexual frame 

that "the other person is only an object for (the mono 

sexualist's) gratification" that renders the Sartrean model 

of sexuality more closely analogous to the mono-sexual than 

to those other models given mention in the course of this 

writing. 
TO Sartre, the extreme form of the other's utilization 

for personal gratification is, in fact, sadism. But in 

another sense, all sexual relationships can, by the sartrean 

analysis of sexuality, be reduced to a sadistic impulse if 

what one hopes by way of this sort of relation is the 

utilization of the Other for the point of making one's own 

view of the world co-incidental with conscious apprehension. 

In his "Sartre on sex," Oaklander argues, given the same 

data, that what Sartre had intended was that all instances 

of 'completed' sex (i.e., sexual activity such that it 

constitutes a breakdown of sexual desire) were to be seen as 

exemplifying perversions. 

the result of attaining the goal of sexual 
desire is the breakdown of the double reciprocal 
incarnation into a subject-object or sadomasochistic 
dichotomy. In either case, as dartre says, there 
a rupture of contact and desire misses its goal. it 
is this "rupture of contact" that constitutes a 
perversion, and since all sexual activity involves 
such a breakdown, it follows that all sexual activi y 
is a perversion. 

®^Oaklander, p. 202. 
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Whether or not Sartre's position is assessed as being 

monosexual (with primary importance being placed upon the 

other's usurped consciousness as utilized to enhance one 

own) seems hardly as significant as the fact that, within 

this scheme of being, the sexual existence qua sexual has 

less to do with sex, than with establishing the predominance 

of one's own conscious attention on the world-and hence, on 

others. Given this emphasis on what sex is alleged to bring 

about to the desiring consciousness, it is difficult to 

answer the question whether for Sartre sex could itsalf b® ^ 

matter warranting indifference. If, moreover, as oaklander 

has argued, Sartre's position on sex is such that it is 

sexual desire and not sex per se which is responsible for 

bringing about that ideal state of unity with the other's 

consciousness, then Soble has a point when he facetiously 

proposes that we ought aim in our sexual lives only at those 

situations in which the existential barriers presumed to 

separate us from Others are made forever unbroken; that we 

maintain ourselves in a never ending state of sexual arousal 

and permanently abandon 'sexual satisfaction' (thereby 

abandoning the 'rupture of contact') altogether. 

Norman O. Brown, in his T.ife Against Death, talks 
about the Adamites, a sect that practices coitus 
r-^^P.rvatus . . . (engaging) m continuous foreplay but 
(not attempting) to achieve satisfaction through 
orgasmic release. These people . . . Ixved J 
constant state of sexual desire and arousal without 
the resolution of that desire. But at the same time, 
the failure to terminate the desire means, according 
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to Sartre that they^would^be^llvte^ 

iS^SreTe tlZk sHuih i^ph^Iif ̂ on^S; 

^ T J Ga-i-+--rs» i-here is much to be lose in enx& 
emphasis and much to be gained from looking away from 
the orgasmic experience as the essential ingredient 
sexual activity. 

Perhaps one possible answer to Soble's guery, is that J 

anything at all is to be counted, the orgasm is certainly as 

good a place as any to begin the process of numeral 

sequencing. In fact, since the issue which has really been 

ignored is whether there is anything about sex which would 

render it countable, the question is hopelessly moot. But 

the greater likelihood is that Sartre did in fact anticipate 

the drawing of such a conclusion from his analysis of 

sexuality, hence his own conclusion that sexual desire is an 

"impossible ideal," bearing "within itself the cause of its 

own failure" and so, is "doomed to failure." 

I do not pretend that the foregoing discussion of 

Sartre's position on sexual desire does justice to the 

system in which it is seen to operate. But hopefully, 

enough has been said to warrant substantiation of the 

following, i) that the initial contributions to the 

emergence of a distinctively sexual philosophy, were 

38 

Soble. "An Introduction to the Philosophy of Sex," p. 
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influenced by serious misreadings of Sartre's ontology; 2) 

that, of paramount importance to this conceptual scheme, is 

the Other as the necessary condition for the existence of 

sexual desire; 3) that, as such, what is ultimately argued 

is a conception of 'sex' as promoting something extraneous 

to the sex act itself; and 4) that two of the more curiously 

ignored conseguences of Sartre's position on sexual desire 

are, first, that it seems reasonable to question whether all 

sexual activity (in involving a 'rupture of contact') would 

not be a 'perversion' in relation to Sartre's own ontology 

and, secondly, that the ideal sexual state—given the 

failure to equate sexual activity with satiation—would be 

one of sustained sexual desire without sexual satisfaction, 

i.e., without sexual activity and so, without the Other. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Previous chapters have provided a critique of what I 

contend is the unjustified omission of masturbation from 

serious consideration by sexual philosophy. It has been 

argued, further, that because most philosophers have only 

given limited consideration to masturbation as something 

which is at best an alternative to sexual activity, these 

philosophers have failed to grant the act's philosophical 

legitimacy^ and hence have missed the opportunity to 

broaden the parameters of philosophical discourse on sex. 

Impeding an adequate consideration of masturbation is a set 

of theories (communitas, couple-ism, communication and 

reciprocity) that either singly or collectively advance a 

view of sex as inexoribly linked to binary experience. 

These 'theoretical' biases, argued in tandem with a series 

of philosophical schemes that both provided them support and 

were supported by them, set the stage for the emergence of a 

sexual philosophy that effectively excluded the viability of 

unitary sex. What I have suggested instead is that sexual 

philosophy begin its investigation anew with its focus not 

^Soble's "Masturbation" is an example of the serious 
philosophical analysis that is required, and poses some of 
the questions addressed here. Pacific Philosophical 
QuarterIv 61 (1980), 233-244. 
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on the number of participants deemed requisite for the 

performance of activities deemed 'sexual,' but instead on 

the sensations taken to count as 'sexually pleasurable 

relative to that or those agents whose sensations are to be 

counted. 

In this conclusion, I will: 1) demonstrate how the 

unitary model of sexuality which I have developed can be 

used to reformulate the concept of sexual desire and to 

provide a basis for addressing Soble's puzzling conclusions 

on the sexual status of both masturbation and mutual 

masturbation; 2) redefine the parameters of good and bad sex 

in a way that not only eliminates the necessity of vague, 

arbitrary references to sexual 'perversions,' but clarifies 

the distinction I take to exist between sexual and nonsexual 

activities as well; and 3) indicate how the more inclusxve 

conception of sexual activities I have proposed would both 

enhance and give new direction to ongoing efforts to 

philosophize about sex. 

The Reformulation of Sexual Desire 

Let us begin with the assumption, inherent to the 

discussion initiated in The unitary-Expansionist Account, 

that 

1. At t, S experiences sexual desire 

may be taken to mean 
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2. At t, S desires that s/he engage in the 

performance of some act(s) identified by S as 

'sexual.' 
on this view, if S experiences sexual desire, and if sexual 

desire is the desire to engage in an act(s) identxfied by S 

as sexual, then S desires either to perform or—with some 

Other's assistance—to participate in the performance of 

acts S takes to fulfill the stated desire. Common to both 

these cases (i.e., the solitary or participated 

performances) is S's desire to elicit sensations identified 

as sexually pleasurable. It follows that in both cases 

equally S performs the act for the purpose of eliciting 

sexual pleasure and the act arises from the desire for sex. 

From the point of view allowed by unitary sexuality, 

sexual desire is precisely the desire for solitary sexual 

self-fulfillment; it is the individual's engagement xn 

his/her own sexuality, and specifically denies the necessxty 

for an Other with (or through) whom the act would need be 

performed. 

It is for this reason that, in unitary sexuality, 

there can be no distinction between sexual desire and what 

is discussed in the alternate, binary account as sexual 

arousal. Since binary sexuality theoretically demands the 

existence of some Other—in whose absence activities deemed 

sexual may not occur—it is possible to speak of the desire 



261 

to engage in sexual activities from the standpoint of there 

either being or not being an object of that desire. The 

first of these, 

1. At t, S experiences sexual desire 

where there is no specific Other who exists as an object of 

that desire (but a state of sexual 'readiness' nonetheless) 

I take to mean sexual arousal. But the second 

3. At t, S sexually desires 0 

allows that 0 is the specific object of S's sexual desire; 0 

is that one with whom S desires that sex occur. 

This distinction, most notably problematic for Jerome 

Shaffer's assessment of propositional theories of sex and 

their general implications for what it means to sexually 

desire, suffices to both underscore the differences between 

unitary and binary frames of sexual reference, and 

facilitate discussions as to whom or what the desiring 

subject (S) takes its sexual desire to involve. It is not, 

as Shaffer's conclusions would have us believe, that desire 

must at all times have a specific object in mind, or that 

the desiring subject "desire that" this object be within its 

grasp to be comprehensible. S's sexual desire (in the 

binary reference) is distinguishable from S's sexual desire 

for 0, only insofar as 'desiring sex' differs from desiring 

that sex occur with the specific Other, 0. Likewise (in the 

unitary reference) it is not the case that sexual desire 
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without an object-Other, becomes desire without the 

possibility of satiation. Whereas in the former case S may, 

in fact, be said to experience a sustained form of arousal 

devoid of an object (and hence of a specific desire for an 

Other, 0) , in the latter case S's sexual arousal is 

indistinguishable from S's sexual desire; it being 

impossible to distinguish S's desire for sexual activity 

from S's desire that the sorts of activities identified as 

sexual take place. 

Pthaddre^giT^q SoblP'R Queries 

Having made the aforementioned distinction, it is now 

possible to readdress certain queries raised by Alan soble 

in bis discussion of masturbation and its paradigm case: 

. . a person, in a private place, manually applies 

Sn?la!s and ?Se5eby'p«duSs an orgasm. (Soble, 233) 
qnble that this case, and its 

It immediately appears to 
14- (a n ot "two persons manually rubbing 'mutual' correlate (e.g, or f 

each other's genitals simultaneously") are deficient. 

Both "playing with oneself" and "playing with 
other" describe masturbatory 1 ? Nation not easy to find a coherent account of masturbation 
that explains why this particular practice is a case 
of (mutual) masturbation. (233) 

Each involves features that are "logically eliroinable" 

because, and precisely because, neither focuses on what is 

essential to the assessment of an act a^ masturbatory. 

Soble comes close to acknowledging this when, close on the 
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heels of the previous observations, he notes that although 

the particulars of his paradigm cases may not be present xn 

actual acts of masturbation or mutual masturbation, 

p^SLSfthrpleSSSabte parson 
who experiences them. (233) 

If we take this latter observation as presenting what is 

essential to the determination of an act's being 

masturbatory as opposed to what is merely peripheral 

then what makes an act masturbatory is the subject's desire 

to produce in and for him/herself those sensations 

identified as sexually pleasurable. Questions of how, or 

Where, or even (in the case of mutual masturbation) with 

whom this is done are at best secondary to the intended 

direction that the subject would have these sensations take. 

If what S intends—by performing some act or acts—is that 

those sensations reflexively produced in themselves be those 

identified as sexually pleasurable, then S's act is 

masturbatory. It must similarly be allowed that an act 

assessed as masturbatory, is as likely to occur in private 

as in public; as likely to involve an object as an 

appendage; as likely to be the focus of a specific area of 

the body as not; to culminate in orgasm as in some other (or 

indeed no other) form of satiation, i.e., as for xts own 

sake. 



264 

But there is more going on in Soble's commentary than 

this single issue, and because of this his discussion 

ultimately loses its primary focus. Though Soble sets out, 

clearly enough, to argue the distinguishing features of 

masturbatory and nonmasturbatory activities, we are given a 

clue to the true course of his discussion when, after 

allowing the inclusion of masturbation into the class of 

reflexive activities, he insists that 

conceptually impossible if the equivd 
correct . . • (233) 

NOW the term "autoerotic" (as originally coined by 

Havelock Ellis) referred to the well-docueented ability of 

some individuals to produce/experience sexually pleasurable 
_ ar>v pxternal stimulation 

sensations that do not arise from ME extern 
nf merely entering a 

Whatsoever. Such persons are capable 
u-io focusing on a single, simple 

"trancelike" state-often while focusi g . , „ 
.x-i- 4- ohveically manipulating 

object—and reaching orgasm withou P Y 
ovinect for that purpose, 

their bodies or using any othe 3 

But as it is standi employed, the word has a so 

mean ..self-initiated activity aimed at reducing sexual 
Tt is certainly clear by 

excitations,., or masturbation. . . _ if bv 
. „.,.otic is masturbating, if ̂ y 

this rendering that the au o producing 

masturbation is meant anything having 

those sensations taKen to be sexua 
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pleasurable; clearer still, that the autoerotic presents a 

special case. But the 'specialness' of this case is 

precisely in that the autoerotic succeeds in his/her task 

without any sort of physical manipulations, while (at least 

technically speaking) the masturbator requires a mininum of 

assistance, e.g., a hand, an object, etc. If we keep the 

= <m;ierities of both oases in mind—that is, that the 

intended recipient of the pleasures produced is the one who 

produces them—then soble's initial question has been 

answered. Those sexual acts performed for the sake of one's 

own sexual pleasure are masturbatory, while those performed 

for some other reason would be nonmasturbatory. 

But his distinction becomes muddled at the poxnt 'the 

Other' is introduced. As Soble moves from his initial, 

stated thesis (that of distinguishing masturbatory from 

nonmasturbatory sex acts), he finds it necessary to further 

mark off the distinguishing features of masturbation and 

mutual masturbation, and of mutual masturbation in relation 

to heterosexual genital intercourse. 

That this tac only succeeds in leading him further 

from the point of presenting (if not defending) what is 

truly essential to masturbation, is no better borne out than 

by the parade of failed theses Soble construes to ignore it. 

Having admitted the theoretical Other into what is a 

scenario proposed for the analysis of masturbation, Soble 
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never quite manages to convince his reader that the Other 

does not—after all-telaie just there. In fact, as Soble 

rushes headlong into discussions of penile insertions (into 

both living and living human beings) it becomes all the more 

evident that masturbation assumes a much more diminished 

position than would appear to have been appropriate; more 

likened to a mere 'invitee' to the discussion, than the 

'honored guest.' 

What Soble seems particularly reluctant to admit is 

that even while we tend to think of masturbation in terms of 

a solitary activity, there is nothing intrinsic to xts 

essential meaning (i.e., the production of sexually 

pleasurable sensations for one's own sake) that would 

r.^..P.^^arilv exclude as possible, the presence of an Other. 

He comes close to admitting this when he points to there 

being a difficulty in distinguishing activities that are 

masturbatory (mutually) from those that are not, whxle 

simultaneously preserving the intuition that autoerotic acts 

are also and only masturbatory. Why, in other words, it is 

that 

. . . under certain plausible descriptions there are 
no essential differences between the P^^^^^|™rbinLvl 
mutual masturbation and the paradxgm case of [bxnary] 
sexual activity itself, heterosexual genxta , 
intercourse. It could be maxntaxned 
activity is (only) masturbatxon, or more specxfxcally 
that the mutual rubbing of sensitive areas that occurs 
during mutual masturbation is indxstxnguxshable 
[emphasis, mine] from the mutual rubbxng 
during heterosexual genital xntercourse. (Soble, 235) 
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But this implication and its consequences for furthering the 

discussion of What he feels ougte be a difference between 

the two, is-to soble-so untenable as to lead him to locate 

a difference that has clearly evaded his own analysis. As 

he goes on to suppose that it is perhaps the intentions of 

the tW2 persons rather than the "physical distinction 

between the two activities" that is—after all—to count, xt 

becomes all the more apparent that there is less to be lost 

in defending the dismissed thesis, than there is in 

defending the alternative proposals. 

The point now is to ask whether on my view the 

integrity of masturbation and mutual masturbation can be 

salvaged, while answering the question of the letter's 

relation to presumably non-mutually masturbatory activities, 

i.e., intercourse. 

Let me begin by reasserting the truth I have deemed 

essential to understanding masturbation—that it is a form 

of sexual activity in which an agent aims to produce in 

him/herself (and, if successful, does produce) those 

sensations taken by that agent to count as "sexually 

pleasurable." It is altogether extraneous to this 

understanding that the masturbator perform in private or in 

^That "mutual masturbation" would not be masturbation, 
or that it would be "an insufficient sign or criterion of 
two persons loving one another that they are able 
good sex." See Chapt. Ill, "Puzzles Generated By SubDecting 
Masturbation to Philosophical Analysis,' pgs. 124-134. 
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public; that s/he manually stimulate the genitals or some 

other part of his/her anatomy; that orgasm or some 

intermediate stage of satiation be the performance's goal. 

The virtue of this view as opposed to Soble's 

proposal, is that it lays a foundation for distinguishing 

masturbatory from nonmasturbatory acts that neither hinges 

on the presence/performance of Others, nor on whether there 

ought be anything intrinsically sexual about a presumed set 

of activities. It is only necessary to recall the more 

disastrous consequences of Soble's own attempts at 

establishing a distinction between masturbatory and 

nonmasturbatory activities on the basis of "insertions": On 

the first, only those acts involving insertions would be 

nonmasturbatory, while those not involving insertion wpliM 

be masturbatory; on the second (modified) view, masturbatory 

acts would be those not involving the insertion of a re^ 

(Soble's emphasis) penis into a living being; while on the 

third, masturbatory acts would be those wherein no (real) 

penis was inserted "into some hole or another of a living 

human being." (234) 

Although this account has been given detailed analysis 

in a previous chapter, it bears repeating that the 

consequences of these "insertion" theses were (for the 

different cases) either trivially true, counter-intuitive or 

blatantly false. Autoerotic acts, masturbation, mutual 
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masturbation and tribadism would be masturbatory on the 

first of these proposals, while male/female genital, male/ 

male anal, and male intercourse with animals (all of which 

involve insertions) would not. But this first proposal 

would similarly yield the conclusion that fellatio is 

nonmasturbatory, while cunnilingus and mutual masturbation 

utilizing one's fingers would only be nonmasturbatory at 

those precise moments when actual insertions occurred, while 

male penile insertion into a watermelon and a women's 

vaginal employment of a vibrator (which both involve the 

required insertions) would not be masturbatory despite our 

inclinations that they are. Based on the second of Soble's 

proposals, there would be no clear distinction between a 

male's sex with an animal and the same male's sexual 

"performance" with an article of feminine clothing; while on 

the third, the only loss to the class of nonmasturbatory 

acts would be male sex with animals (because such insertions 

would occur in a living but not a human living being). 

But if we now apply the criterion I have suggested 

that acts are masturbatory when performed for purposes of 

eliciting, in that one who performs them, sensations 

identified ̂  sexually pleasurable—and at the same time 

dismiss from immediate consideration the number of actual 

performers there might be, then we reach an entirely 

different (and more tenable) set of conclusions. 
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Autoeroticism, masturbation and fetishistic activities 

are all masturbatory, unless we are to presume their 

performance for ends other than that of sexual pleasure. 

Though it is not altogether inconceivable that someone 

might—for instance—manifest an irrational (but nonsexual) 

devotion to a particular item of clothing, we 3^ould consider 

a continued practice of this sort unusual, if compulsively 

performed for reasons that even the fetisher could not 

fathom. Likewise tribadism, mutual masturbation and 

(mutually performed acts of) cunnilingus would be mutual and 

masturbatory, unless we are given strong reasons for 

suspecting that their performance is owed to reasons of a 

more nebulous sort. The foregoing conclusions either follow 

on the basis of the special nature of the act itself, or 

because the individual performing it can arguably be said to 

do so for his/her own sake. But the remaining two 

categories, those pertaining to the class of nonmasturbatory 

and mutually nonmasturbatory acts, could conceivably include 

any of those acts requiring more than one participant for 

its completed performance. The intended class of acts, 

which would necessarily include both homosexual and 

heterosexual intercourse (though it would not necessarily 

exclude any of the other binary sexual activities) would be 

masturbatory only when performed by bp^ participants for 

his/her own sake, and nonmasturbatory when performed for 
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some other reason (e.g., by force, or coercion, or solely 

for the Other's pleasure). 

Though it might be argued that my proposal places too 

much emphasis on the individual's intention in performing 

the activity, it nevertheless avoids some of the more 

obvious misclassifications derived from Soble's rendering. 

Cunnilingus and fellatio, for example, ought properly be 

considered mutual activities—if not from the standpoint of 

reciprocal performance, then certainly from that of the 

physical feasibility of their being performed without an 

Other (though an extremely 'gifted' individual might do so, 

in which case the act would merely be masturbatory). 

Similarly, a male's penile penetration of an animal and a 

female's vaginal employment of a vibrator are unquestionably 

masturbatory, although the former—given an animal's 

sentience—differs significantly from the same male's penile 

penetration of a watermelon. But masturbation involving the 

"mutual rubbings" and/or digital penetrations of the Other 

do not, as Soble alleges, constitute 'special' cases of 

masturbation. All that distinguishes masturbation from its 

mutual correlate, is that the Other becomes an instrument 

with and through whom sexually pleasurable sensations are 

derived. Soble's observation that "under certain plausible 

descriptions" the paradigm cases of mutual masturbation and 

heterosexual genital intercourse are virtually 
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indistinguishable/ leads him to guestion whether all sexual 

activity is (only) masturbation; whether/ in fact/ the 

mutual rubbing of sensitive areas that occurs during mutual 

masturbation is at all distinguishable from the mutual 

rubbing that occurs during heterosexual genital intercourse. 

(235) But what continues to evade Soble/ is the fact that 

the appearance of similarity between the two cases is not 

mitigated by the fact that the one case involves penetration 

while the other need not. Having failed at locating an 

essential connection between masturbation and mutual 

masturbation/ Soble finds it implausible that masturbation 

might—except by appearance—have any relation to the 

paradigm of binary seX/ i.e., intercourse. Convinced by the 

"apparent failure to find some physical distinction between 

the two activities/" Soble goes on to propose/ and 

subsequently to dismiss/ two additional proposals for 

locating the distinctive feature—this time based on a 

theory involving intentions held toward the Other. It 

suffices to say of these two latter proposals that their 

failure is in having posited—from the rationale that the 

Other's presence logically entails a concern for the Other's 

pleasure—reciprocal pleasure as the determinant of 

nonmasturbatory acts, while maintaining that concern for 

one's pleasure (that iS/ for one's sole pleasure) would be 

masturbatory. In short/ this version of Soble's attempt at 
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distinguishing masturbatory from nonmasturbatory activities 

introduces an ethical (i.e., the Other "ought be 

considered) and an aesthetic (i.e., sex is "better" when 

reciprocal) dimension that obfuscates rather than resolves 

the original dilemma. 

On my view, intercourse is an activity merely 

paradigmatic of binary (homo- and heterosexual) relations. 

But this in itself does not prohibit the activity's 

assessment on the grounds that I intend. If activity 

designated 'sexual' has basically to do with the promotion 

of sexual pleasure, then it ought be possible to further 

assess such activities on the basis of that pleasure's 

intended recipient, i.e., as primarily intending the 

promotion of sexually pleasurable sensations for oneself or 

for the Other. As a 'binary' and hence a presumably mutual 

activity, it becomes possible to count specific acts of 

intercourse as either mutual and masturbatory (where the 

agent's intention is to promote sexual pleasure for him/ 

herself) or mutual and nonmasturbatory (where the agents 

each aim to produce sexual pleasure in both him/herself and 

the Other). Mutually masturbatory heterosexual intercourse 

would be characterized along the same lines as "pre— 

Soblesque" binary reductionist sex; as activity in which the 

Other's presence is as a means to sexual pleasure's 

fulfillment, rather than that fulfillment's own goal. On 
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the other hand, acts of mutually nonmasturbatory intercourse 

would be characterized along those lines previously set for 

binary expansionist sex; as distinguished from the former 

sort by the letter's involvement with, rather than sxmple 

utilization of, the Other. In mutually nonmasturbatory sex, 

each agent takes the Other to embody that which s/he takes 

the emergence of sexual pleasure to m^, i.e., that one 

whose be-ing gives meaning to the activity, and from whom 

the pleasure deemed 'sexual' is derived. 

Though true that in mutually nonmasturbatory sex the 

agent intends to ensure the Other's sexual pleasure, it is 

no less true that this agent's own pleasure must (if the act 

is to be considered mutual) be this Other's focus. Should 

the agent fail to consider either the Other's and/or his/her 

own sexual pleasure, the judgement of mutually 

nonmasturbatory sex would not hold; the act would either 1) 

cease to be 'mutual' in its failure to allow the Other 

access to pleasure(s) one intends for oneself; or 2) miss 

the mark of being "sexual," i.e., in failing to intend that 

the act designated ̂  sexual, succeed in producing 

sensations of the same (or a similar sort) in and for 

oneself. Contained in (2), is the intuition that even those 

acts said to be performed solely for the other's sake, must 

involve some level/sort of pleasure for the one whose act it 

ia. It suffices that for the case of sexual pleasure. 
an 
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act will be judged nonmasturbatory if its primary goal is 

not the promotion of (sexual) self-pleasure, and 

masturbatory if the intended pleasure is primarily or solely 

self-directed. Given this distinction, it is altogether 

conceivable that an act of intercourse that is not mutual 

might be either masturbatory or nonmasturbatory; might, that 

is, either fail to provide at least one of its participants 

with those sensations corresponding to "sexual pleasure," or 

to successfully employ the cited activity as a means toward 

fulfilling some other altogether nonsexual goal, i.e., 

hurting or demeaning the Other, or merely utilizing the 

Other as a means toward promoting one's own sexual 

fulfillment. But from the conclusion that even intercourse 

may serve purpose(s) other than the promotion of sexually 

pleasurable sensations for both those persons involved, it 

follows that the discussion of sexual activities may now be 

advanced to allow for further analysis; specifically, of the 

parameters of 'good' as opposed to 'bad' sex. 

The Parameters of Good and Bad Sex 

In previous chapters I have argued that the 

distinction between sexual and nonsexual activities should 

be based on the actual ability of the former, as distinct 

from the latter, to elicit sensations agent-identified as 

sexually pleasurable. I have similarly argued that acts are 

not inherently sexual, and that one's prior assumptions as 
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to an act's nonsexual (or sexual) status are subject to 

change, i.e., that such acts may become imbued with (or 

lose) sexual significance, or may be found to promote sexual 

pleasure unintentionally. Further distinctions are possible 

on two grounds: that between unitary and binary sexuality, 

and that between acts that are either masturbatory or 

nonmasturbatory. Contained in the first of these latter 

distinctions is the difference between holding the Other's 

presence as insignificant to an activity's assignment a^ 

sexual, and taking the Other's be-ing as inextricably 

connected to the pleasures said to accrue from sexual 

experience. Contained in the second, is the distinction 

between sexual acts performed with the intention of 

eliciting the agent's own pleasurable sensations, and those 

performed with the intention of eliciting the same 

sensations in the Other (i.e., with the individual's own 

pleasure being secondary to this sensation's promotion). 

Several implications follow from my proposal and its 

adjunct theses, not the least of which is that the range of 

sexual and nonsexual activities is both as wide and as 

narrow as the breadth of individual imagination; determining 

an act's sexual or nonsexual status is a proper function of 

subjective, as opposed to objective assessment. Far from 

being a matter warranting the support either of universal or 

consensus opinion, the question whether an act has been 
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found to be sexual can only be answered by an individual who 

has (or has not) found it to be so. In other words, the 

answer to the question whether an act is (or has been) 

'sexual' ought always be put this way: "For whom?" 

I further maintain that questions as to the 

naturalness or unnaturalness of a specific sex act or of a 

general set of acts are inappropriate to the scheme I 

propose. Although a number of authors have sought to give 

accounts of "unnatural" sex that characterize either 

sexually perverse or immoral behavior (notably Nagel, 

Solomon, Ketchum and Ruddick) it has also been maintained 

that such accounts accomplish little more than to mark off, 

on a statistical basis, acts that are rare or unpopular 

(e.g., Goldman, Levy, Gray). But I find that both these 

tactics have at best proven unhelpful, and at worst led to 

arbitrary, often tyrannical conclusions about the "best" 

form(s) that sexual pleasures and corresponding activities 

"ought" take. To speak of sex in terms of "naturalness," is 

^Perhaps one of the more curious—if only for its 
consequences—views of 'perverted' sexual activity is 
offered by Donald Levy in "Perversion and the Unnatural as 
Moral Categories" (Ethics 90, No. 2 [January, 1980], pgs. 
191-202. Reprinted in Soble, POS, 169-181). In it. Levy 
identifies 'perversion' as a sub-class of the 'unnatural' 
with this additional feature: Perversions are, according to 
Levy, acts that degrade and/or corrupt. Arguing that since 
"... all perversions degrade, but not all degrading acts 
or experiences are cases of perversion," Levy reaches the 
conclusion that an act like rape might actually be no less 
perverted than homosexual activity between consenting adults 
when it is a preferred form of sexual activity. 
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to speak in terms of objective goals and ob^iective 

fulfillment; in terms, that is, of something whose 

performance and satisfaction can properly be judged from the 

vantage point of objective distance. But this is far from 

the truth of sexual experience, as one can see if 

considering the matter from the standpoint of sexual 

pleasure—or pleasure of any analogous sort. We need only 

recall that in the case reflecting the eating behaviors of 

Smith and Jones (the former preferring to eat alone, the 

latter in the company of Others), the question as to which 

had "eaten better" was not only ill-focused but could only 

be answered from the standpoint of one's own personal 

preference, i.e., how it is one might suppose that "eating 

activity" ought to occur. Just as the only logical query 

that could be put to Smith and Jones was whether both (or 

either) had actually gotten to consume food, the question of 

sexual pleasure can only be answered to the extent that the 

responding agent can assent to having actually experienced 

that pleasure. In an equivalent sexual case, though Smith 

and Jones might find it unsettling that either had 

experienced sexual pleasure from an act taken by the other 

to be "unnatural," this fact could hardly alter the other's 

experience. Given an opportunity to comment on the other's 

sexual pleasure, neither may see anything of any "natural" 

merit to the Other's experience; in fact, it would not be at 
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all unusual to find either agent wondering what had led the 

other to engage in it. If by "natural" we are to mean 

something having to do with inclinations (e.g., that Jone 

is "naturally" inclined to respond pleasurably to the 

performance of X) then it seems altogether worthless, futile 

and dogmatic to force or politely suggest that Jones accept 

smith's recommendations for Jones' own sexual life. If, 

instead, we take "natural" to mean something having to do 

with a presumed connection between sex and progenitive 

expectations, then we would be less than consistent were we 

not similarly to disavow any of a number of equally non

productive sexual activities.'* More often than it is 

admitted, the assessment of a sexual act as "unnatural has 

more to do with factors such as personal preference and 

cultural exposure, than with anything having to do with a 

coherently expressed and ideologically consistent frame of 

sexual reference. As such it is perhaps best that such 

assessments be only cautiously subjected to forthright 

analysis, or preferably relegated to the class of emotive 

claims. 

But not as easily dismissed, and rightly so, is the 

relation of sexual activity to the scheme of sexual 

morality. For here we have an opportunity to generate 

'*This would include sex with an infertile partner, and 
sexual activity involving the employment of contraceptxve 
devices. 
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discourse of an entirely different sort; discourse on whose 

ground we may note the apparent success and/or failure of a 

sexual act to generate either pleasure or pain, equality or 

inequity, dignity or denigration. If we begin with a moral 

premise whose application to nonsexual situations has been 

relatively incontestable, then we should expect its similar 

success with the sorts of situations presenting sexual 

significance. We could then find it possible to speak 

coherently of sex in terms of moral rightness and wrongness, 

i.e., of the morality or immorality of specific sexual 

activities. I feel that just such a premise exists in the 

(negative) moral imperative that intentional harm ought not 

be brought upon persons. 

But even if we were to presume the relevance of this 

premise to the realm of sexual activities, it would neither 

be reasonable to maintain an uncontested conflation of the 

"unnatural" with the immoral nor to argue that moral 

imperatives rightly reflect what ought be our "natural" 

inclinations toward behaviors of any specific sort. That it 

simply makes good sense to distinguish the notions of 

unnatural and immoral sex acts, is no better borne witness 

than in the case of adultery. As Wasserstrom® has astutely 

argued, even if it should be said that adultery is immoral 

^Richard Wassertrom, "Is Adultery Immoral?" In Todav's 
Moral Problems. New York: Macmillan, 1979, pgs. 288-300. 
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on the basis of the lies and deceptions that often accompany 

it, the presumption as to its actually being adultery 

(rather than the lies and deceptions) that is immoral, is 

clearly premature; we would still require some evidence that 

adultery itself, rather than any of its frequently attendant 

features, was immoral. But even w^ this latter point to 

be successfully argued (i.e., that adultery could be proven 

genuinely immoral from the perspective of yet another of 

morality's dictates) it would still be odd to find someone 

arguing the "unnaturalness" of sexual activities performed 

with a person other than one's own spouse. 

Foregoing the assessment of sexual acts on the grounds 

of their being "natural" or "unnatural," is it yet possible 

to wage an equivalent assessment on the grounds of good as 

opposed to bad sex? Can the intuition that there is 

something 'amiss' or even 'abhorrent' in the nature of some 

^Disagreeable, wicked, mean-spirited perhaps, but not 
"unnatural." In all fairness, however, it might be argued 
that some agent(s)—so devoutly attached to his/her spouse 
might find it "unnatural" performing sexually with someone 
other than that spouse; but in this case the sense of the 
"unnaturalness" of the act is different. For, in this case 
what would be implied is that the act involves features with 
which one might be unfamiliar, i.e., in that it does not 
'feel' right precisely because it involves the unfamiliar. 
The better word or this kind of feeling, is 'odd.' Given a 
nonsexual but equivalent case, one might justifiably find it 
odd being the only person in line to cash a check before a 
bank's 2 p.m. closing time, but there would not normally be 
any reason (excepting an overly solicitous teller or a 
telepathic exchange of funds) to suppose that there were 
anything 'unnatural' about it. 
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sexual activities, be salvaged by reference to their being 

bad, and hence, unnatural (i.e., because they are bad)? As 

was true in the previous case requiring the term "unnatural" 

to be defined, merely counting some sex as "bad" would in 

and of itself—do little to advance our discussion. Since 

both "unnatural" and "bad" so easily yield to ambiguity, 

making "bad" sex the moral equivalent of sex that is 

"unnatural" fails at giving us anything that can serve as a 

fixed point of reference; rather the equivalent of forcing 

the decision whether this or any other iglyboo ought really 

be counted farfel. But suppose now that it were argued that 

we really ̂  know what "bad" means? That "bad," unlike 

"unnatural" conveys something disagreeable, wicked or 

offensive; conveys, in fact, a sense of a thing's opposition 

to what is "right." My response to this would be that one's 

adherence to such a position effectively conveys the view 

that what is "bad" is also ipso facto immoral, and if this 

is so there is no real need for substituting the one term 

for another. But might not an act be bad in yet another 

(nonmoral) way? Don't we normally mean something when we 

say, for instance in reference to the way that John has 

played a game, that he had played badly; that he played a 

"bad" game? In this nonmoral sense, bad means something 

more than that John has behaved immorally, unless we intend 

to convey that he has cheated, intentionally maimed his 
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opponent, or deceived us as to the score. What "bad" would 

normally convey in this context has to do with skill, with 

physical endurance or more precisely with John's observance 

of rules pertinent to a player's expected performance. This 

sense of badness has more to do with pragmatics-or with an 

assimilation to the ideal-than with morality, and it is 

just this sense of nonmoral badness that I adopt in 

discussing the parameters of bad (and good) sex. And if it 

makes sense to say of a game or its players that "having 

played well" means that the rules of the game have been 

observed, then it makes no less sense to speak of sex being 

good when it actually or successfully promotes those 

sensations taken to correspond to an agent's view of sexual 

pleasure, and bad when it fails to do so. In conjunction 

with the former means of assessment, my proposal may now be 

said to allow for sex acts to be judged on grounds that are 

both objective (either moral or immoral to the extent that 

harm is intentionally incurred) and subjective (good or bad, 

as the act either successfully or unsuccessfully promotes 

sensations agent-identified as sexually pleasurable). What, 

now, are the consequences of my view? 

On the assumption that one of the more basic of the 

moral imperatives is to forbear intentional harm-doing (in 

the form of either denigrating, or physically and/or 

emotionally injurious treatment of persons) , it will follow 
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that a class of 'sex' acts will present prima facie cases of 

moral wrongness, i.e., will, under this analysis, be 

immoral. Given necessary inclusion here, will be rape (even 

if 'sexual' by standard accounts),^ necrophilia and 

voyeurism (given the criterion of respect), sadism and 

masochism (if, despite our own inclinations to the contrary, 

non-reciprocal), bestiality (given the criterion of an 

animal's sentience, pedophilia,® and those forms of 

pornography that foster the illusion of pleasure as 

^On Solomon's terms, it appears that the worst that 
could be said of rape, is that it is a form of "bad 
communication." Noted rom Mother Jones 1, No. 
1(February/March, 1976), pg. 67: "... Samuel Rhone, juror 
in the Inez Garcia trial, told reporter Nan Litman [that] a 
woman could not plead self-defense if she killed a man 
during a rape attack because 'the guy's not trying to 
her. He's just trying to give her a good time'." Perhaps 
what Mr. Rhone had in mind, was that the worst such a 'guy' 
could be accused of, was having misinterpreted what the Inez 
Garcias of the world take as satisfying the criteria of a 
"good time"; a mere error in judgement as culpable as say 
taking one's date to see a comedy, when a drama would have 
been preferred. On Nagel's view, "bad sex is generally 
better than no sex at all," and since he provides no model 
of the kind of sex so sufficiently bad as to preclude its 
being better than nothing, we are left to assume that rape 
would at least be preferable to his paradigm case of "bad" 
sex (masturbation). 

®The question as to the feasibility of gaining a 
child's consent for sex is in fact raised by Robert Ehman in 
"Adult-Child Sex" (PAS/ 431-44). Though Ehman seems correct 
in focusing attention to both society's general romantic 
notion of childhood naivete and the age at which sex becomes 
'appropriate' behavior (i.e., at what age we ought cease to 
consider a person a child), his mid—stream shift of focus 
from the issue of consent to that of probable harm only 
serves to obfuscate the point that gaining the level of 
consent required is at best improbable, and in most obvious 
cases, clearly impossible. 
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emanating from displays of pain and/or denigration. On the 

other hand, but by the same criteria, sex acts counting as 

moral would include masturbation, fetishism and 

autoeroticism. Just as the former set would be necessarily 

immoral, this latter set would necessarily fulfill the 

stipulated condition for morality, unless an argument could 

be advanced for their conveying harm to that agent having 

chosen the activity. Since it has already been argued that 

there is nothing inherently amiss with the 'unitary model 

of sexuality, any attempt at disputing its morality on the 

grounds of this proposal cannot take refuge in the mere fact 

of these acts' solitary performance, e.g., as though they 

are potentially 'harmful' because they are capable of being 

performed alone. 

Those acts necessitating an actual Other's 

involvement—mutual masturbation, homosexual and 

heterosexual intercourse, mutually consented lesbian sex and 

mutually performed coprophilia and urolagnia would be moral 

to the extent that the Other's cooperation is freely given 

and responded to in kind. The stipulation of "freely" given 

cooperation is essential to both the assessment and 

classification of the binary relations; a stipulation which 

demands that a wedge be driven between mutuality and 

reciprocity. This distinction, which I take from Sara Ann 
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Ketchum's "The Good, The Bad and the Perverted,"® holds 

that 

A reciprocal relation is one in which both (or all) 
parties have as objects of their awareness or 
consciousness the other person's consciousness or 
state of awareness. Reciprocal arousal, then, would 
occur when this reciprocal awareness arouses new 
feelings or intensifies existing feelings in each of 
the participants. 

A mutual relation is a reciprocal relation in which 
the reciprocal states of awareness are symmetrical. 
All mutual relations are symmetrical, but not all 
reciprocal relations are symmetrical. (Ketchum, 147) 

I accept Ketchum's distinction, even though she is a 

"hostile witness" to my own thesis, since the conclusions 

she takes to flow from the distinction differ significantly 

from my own. Though the specific nature of our disagreement 

will be revealed shortly, it suffices now to make this much 

of what she has said: From the point of view of my own 

argument, binary sexual acts (even those that one might 

personally find offensive) are moral to the extent that they 

involve states of awareness that are not only mutual, but 

symmetrical, e.g., that Smith's action directed toward Jones 

must count by both Smith and Jones as either the same or the 

functional equivalent of Jones' action taken toward Smith. 

This criterion would force the conclusion that, whereas acts 

of sadism would—for instance—count as immoral, those acts 

®Sara Ann Ketchum, "The Good, the Bad and the 
Perverted: Sexual Paradigms Revisited." In POS 
(reprinted), 139-57. 
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of mutually entered sado-masochism where each perceives the 

Other's act as differing from, but essentially reflecting 

the nature of his own act toward that Other, would not be 

immoral. Again, the determining factor is not what we would 

personally do or allow to be done in the name of sexual 

activity, but rather the scheme of reciprocal relations 

entered into by the agent and his/her Other. 

The subjective assessments of good and bad sex leave 

little to objective commentary. Acts sufficing to promote 

sexual pleasure can be as varied as allowed a particular 

agent's 'flexible' manipulation of the norm, and capacity 

for generating 'creative' responses to the desire for sexual 

fulfillment. Mutual masturbation, heterosexual and 

homosexual intercourse, and mutual sado-masochistic 

relations would all fulfill this criteria. But a peculiar 

consequence of this view—one that emerges in response to 

Ketchum's distinction between mutual and reciprocal 

relations—is that it allows for the possibility of rape's 

being counted as good sex, insofar as it were to produce 

both sexually pleasurable sensations for the rapist and— 

through an act of "benevolent coercion"—sensations of 

sexual pleasure in the rapee as well (Ketchum, 146). 

Ketchum's specific argument arises in response to 

those theorists (like Nagel and Solomon) whose narrow, 

exclusive focus on the varieties of reciprocal response 
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neglects consideration of there being a possibility of 

negative response, which on their view would count as 

"response" nonetheless. It is, moreover, Nagel's rather 

curious comment that perhaps even bad sex might be better 

than no sex at all, that Ketchum wants to deny. Her 

solution to the problem of negative reciprocal response is 

put this way: 

It is tempting, but not necessary, to fall prey to 
[this sort of] argument: a) rape is the act of 
forcing someone to engage in sexual relations; b) sex 
is good; therefore, c) rape is benevolent coercion. 
The plausibility of this argument rests on the 
quantificational ambiguity of premise b. The argument 
is only valid if we assume that b is a universal 
statement, but that is not a very plausible 
interpretation. The statement that sex is good, xf 
not interpreted universally, may entail that good sex 
is good, but it does not entail that bad sex is good. 
(Ketchum, 146) 

Since Ketchum's open disdain for the nonmoral senses of good 

and bad sexual activities is evident in other (uncited) 

portions of her essay, we are justified in interpreting the 

last of this quoted portion as saying that assumptions as to 

sex's moral goodness may 

. . . if not interpreted universally, entail that 
morally good sex is morally good or beneficial, but it 
does not entail that morally bad sex is morally good 
or beneficial. 

That is, even were we to attach to our understanding of 

sexual activities that such performances somehow contributed 

to the overall share of moral goodness, this judgement would 

not alter the reality of bad sex's being bad. But if this 
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is true it is only trivially true and we are still not privy 

to what it is besides the absence of coercion that makes 

good sex good and bad sex bad. As I see it, the problem 

with this sort of analysis is rooted in having presumed 

without argument that 'bad' sex acts are necessarily 

immoral. Unless we are prepared to argue an intractable 

relation between the good and the (morally) right, there is 

nothing preventing our agent's finding an act of good sex to 

be immoral or, contrarily, our finding a morally acceptable 

act to actually constitute bad sex. 

Of this latter category, i.e., of the class of bad sex 

acts, it only warrants mention that although any sex act 

might conceivably fail (consistently or on occasion) to 

provide sensations agent-identified with sexual pleasure, 

given the addendum that bad sex acts are also those that 

employ overtly sexual behaviors for nonsexual purposes, 

there are some such acts that will necessarily constitute 

bad sex. What I am suggesting, is that we take acts of 

"bad" sex to be those that are either unsuccessful (failed) 

or maladapted attempts at producing the sensations 

appropriate to the sort(s) of pleasures designated as 

"sexual." Given this view, fetishism, in its erotic 

attachment to a segment of human anatomy or clothing, would 

be bad sex even if it is moral. Though arguably true that 

the fetisher neither intends harm to him/herself nor to 
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Others/" what he accomplishes by way of his fetish is to 

have the article of clothing (or body-part) be a narrowly 

focused, truncated Other. This truncated Other, whose 

response to the fetisher's activities can only be 

fantasized, is incapable of responding to the fetisher and 

so of completing the dynamic of genuine binary relations. 

The fetisher's actions differ from those of a male whose 

penile penetrations of a watermelon may be as much a sexual 

release as of fantasy. What distinguishes the fetisher's 

case, is precisely that the clothing—item, the body—part are 

^°It is not inconceivable that someone's desire for 
sexual self-gratification might be or become self-
destructive and so prove immoral rather than moral. See, 
for example, Dietz, P.E., Burgess, A.W., and Hazelwood, 
R.R., "Autoerotic Asphyxia, The Paraphilias, and Mental 
Disorder," pgs. 83-85, in Hazelwood, R.R., et_; al. 
Autoerotic Fatalities. Lexington, MAi Lexington Books, 
1983. According to the DSM-III-R Casebook (Washington: 
American Psychiatric Press, 1989): "An estimated 500 -
1,000 people die annually in the United States from 
autoerotic asphyxiation; almost all (96%) are male. Deaths 
occur among persons from adolescence through the seventies, 
the greatest frequency being in the twenties. A^ 
complication of Hypoxyphilia, other than death, is anoxic 
brain damage." (16) What is not clear in the DSM cited 
cases, is whether it can be shown that the agent's desire— 
rather than for sexual fulfillment—was not actually for the 
fulfillment of those self-destructive impulse/fantasies that 
warrant such acts' assessment as 'abnormal.' The degree of 
pathology evidenced in these sorts of cases, however, would 
tend to indicate that it is possible, on the grounds that I 
have allowed, to assess an act of autoerotic masturbation as 
immoral, if performed with the intention of deriving self-
pleasure from an act that is at the same time self-
threatening. But here again, it would seem that the 
overwhelming pathological nature of such an act would render 
it more capably analyzed as a mental or emotional disorder, 
than as a mere sex act. 
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directly traceable to the thing that each niore totally 

represents; are, in fact, representations of the total dis

embodiment of the Other. 

Fetishism is a special form of masturbation, likened 

to intercourse with a fantasized partner. It utilizes 

person—objects (or exclusive focus on a specific segment of 

the anatomy) to enhance the reality of sexual pleasure as 

through this object (or body-part) , and as though it were an 

Other. It bears a striking resemblance to binary-

reductionism's "use" of an actual Other—as—object, that 

feature which—under a different set of plausible 

descriptions—made distinguishing between unitary-

expansionist and binary-reductionist sex so extremely 

difficult. It is the fetisher's disharmonious treatment of 

the fantasized Other (i.e., a disharmony evidenced in the 

singular focus on what he takes to represent the Other's 

sexuality) that makes his sexual activity bad. But this 

sense of 'badness' is nonmorally neither more nor less than 

that of the sexual binarist who 'substitutes' rather than 

truncates his fantasy-Other. In cases of this latter sort, 

the sex is bad because its (feigned) sexual activity is for 

the fantasized Other's sake, i.e., because its performance 

promotes the agent's sexual pleasure by manipulating the 

actual Other for the fantasized Other's behalf. 
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No less exemplary of bad sex, are bestiality, 

necrophilia and any other binary sexual activity 

distinguished by distinct power imparities (e.g., 

pedophilia, particularly in the form of parent-child 

incest); bestiality and necrophilia because they mock the 

mutuality of binary relations, pedophilia and adult-child 

incest, in those cases where the act's overall thrust is 

toward the gratification derived from the Other's 

disempowerment. In each of these cases the activity 

designated as 'sexual' demands a specific kind of Other one 

whose cooperation is all the more ensured by the distinct 

unlikelihood (or, as in the case of necrophilia, the 

impossibility) of its failing to be obtained. Though in 

these cases it may not be said that the activities—as such-

-fail at promoting sensations corresponding to an agent's 

conception of sexual pleasure, they are yet bad because the 

sexual sensations these acts reference are both contingent 

upon, and secondary to the agent's more immediate desire to 

control the Other. 

Finally, whereas (mutual) sado-masochistic relations 

may qualify as good (i.e., as sufficing to promote 

sensations identified by both agents as sexually 

pleasurable) the sadistic or masochistic scenario played out 

on either an unwilling or an unwitting participant warrants 

an entirely different kind of assessment. To the extent 
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that the binary activity envisioned by the sadist is more 

likely to appeal to a masochist (and, that by a masochist to 

a sadist) than to one who is unappraised of the situation, 

it is unlikely that the Other will find 'sexual pleasure' in 

the activity a sadist (or a masochist) has envisioned. 

It now appears that the parameters of good and bad sex 

can be put this way: When viewed from the perspective of 

binary sexuality, an act of sex is good to the extent that 

it successfully promotes sexual pleasure in both the 

participants; from that of unitary sexuality, an act of sex 

is good to the extent that it successfully promotes the 

agent's own pleasure. As has been argued in previous 

Chapters, unitary sexuality—whose paradigm case is 

masturbation—represents ̂  bona fide a class of sexual 

activities as do those representing its binary correlate, 

that, moreover, since masturbation is no less the sexual 

activity than intercourse, it is no less deserving the 

letter's status within the full range of sexual activities. 

But in relation to the subjective assessments of good and 

bad sex, it also emerges that there is far less likelihood 

of an act of unitary sex being 'bad,' than there is of 

binary sex being bad. Only the fetisher, who disembodies or 

'thingifies' his fantasized and nonparticipatory Other, 

warrants this nonmorally negative judgement; but 

masturbation, particularly 'unadorned,' (solitary and 
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intentional) pursuits of sexual self-gratification, cannot 

be said to constitute cases of bad sex. 

Masturbation is a sexual activity whose performance xs 

necessarily tied to the desire to promote sexual pleasure. 

Although this view does not exclude the possibxlity of an 

act's being unintentionally experienced as masturbatory, it 

raises questions relative to the possibility that someone 

might fail to find sexual pleasure in masturbatory 

activities, yet continue masturbating for some other (albeit 

nonsexual) reasons. Even were we to hold the feasibility of 

this prospect in abeyance, i.e., that someone might deny the 

connection of masturbation to sexual pleasure while 

asserting its connection with some other sensation and 

purpose, we would still be left with the puzzling fact of 

masturbation's being a reflexive activity. The masturbator 

is, then, clearly doing something to him/herself. But what? 

Let us hear the question out just this far; let us assume 

for the sake of argument that masturbation is reflexive, but 

only in the sense of promoting (self) deception, i.e., in 

that masturbation amounts to little more than a deceptive 

practice whereby its agent intentionally confuses his 

masturbatory sensations with those taken to emanate from 

genuine sexual response. But what does the 'deception' 

really involve here? And, what could be its point? Either 

the act is masturbatory (in that it successfully promotes 
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those sensations agent-identified as sexually pleasurable) , 

or it is not (in that it fails at promoting them) . Is it 

possible that someone really deceive him/herself about the 

fact that s/he is masturbating or is it, again, the 

sensations that-being labeled as 'pleasurable'—are being 

denied? The problem with this distinction is that it is 

false; that neither we nor our agent can mean self-deception 

in the first of these senses, without also meaning self-

deception in the second. Even were we to argue that it is 

conceivable that masturbation might arise from some "shadow-

activity's performance (e.g., soothing oneself, massaging 

oneself, exploring oneself, etc.), this alone would not 

explain an agent's ongoing performance of an activity that 

has not been linked to any (positive or negative) sensation-

effects. Perhaps the issue is a purely semantic one; 

perhaps our agent would simply prefer that the "soothing, 

massaging, act of bodily self-exploration" not be labeled 

"masturbation" or "masturbatory." My response to this is 

that if in fact the act is found to be pleasurable in the 

sense that it promotes sexual pleasure, then the act is 

masturbatory despite our agent's wishes or intentions to the 

contrary. But, if it is the fact that the activity promotes 

sexual pleasure which our agent wishes to deny, then we are 

driven back to question the motivation behind the shadow 

activity's performance. In fact, we might well ask why 
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there should be a "shadow" activity at all, unless there 

were some rudimentary awareness of the act's actual intent. 

Given the distinction between good and bad sexual 

activities, solitary masturbation would only be bad when it 

is denied that masturbation is the activity being performed, 

or when persisted in for reasons having nothing to do with 

sexual pleasure. The first defies the logic of the intent 

behind (if not the meaning of) masturbation, while the 

latter would—if conceivable—necessitate some other 

(perhaps more prudently behavioral) type of analysis. 

In his essay "On Masturbation," Soble alluded to the 

possibility of ranking ̂  sexual activity as intrinsically 

masturbatory. What now appears to have been the problem 

with this suggestion—and in fact with Soble's own analysis 

of mutual masturbation—was the underlying assumption that 

masturbatory acts were by definition solitary (unitary) 

This is clearly the problem with his struggle to explain why 

mutual masturbation should even be considered 

"masturbatory." Although his stated intention is to free 

masturbation from its "conceptual confusions" and establish 

its viability as a bona fide sexual activity, Soble 

ultimately falls short of completely severing his own ties 

to the binary conception of sex that he eschews. Since o 

my analysis there is no guarantee that an act's being 

'binary' will assure its performance for the sexual 
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pleasures of both those persons involved, there is nothing 

inherently wrong with the suggestion that what might appear 

'binary' on the standard analysis, will not actually be the 

equivalent of an 'unitary' act on my own. 

From the suggestion that masturbatory acts are those 

performed for the purpose of eliciting sexually pleasurable 

sensations in oneself, and that genuine sexual activities 

are those that successfully produce sensations agent-

identified as 'sexual,' it follows that any sexual act would 

in fact be masturbatory or nonmasturbatory, mutual or 

nonmutual. The only challenges to this view are the same 

semantic considerations that would have us believe that 

masturbation is only (or at best, intrinsically) solitary, 

and that sexual activities involving Others necessarilv take 

that Other's experiences into account and so are—ipso 

facto—binary and nonmasturbatory. I have previously argued 

that counting an activity as sexual is predicated upon the 

activity's potential for promoting sensations that are 

sexually pleasurable. But if this is true, then it seems 

only reasonable to question whether the intended recipient 

of these 'pleasures' is to be the agent (him/herself) or 

some Other; the former intention marking the act as 

masturbatory, the latter as nonmasturbatory. It might be 

further argued that it is not altogether inconceivable that 

an apparent act of masturbatory sex might actually be 
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nonmasturbatory (e.g., that someone intending his/her own 

pleasure might also hope the Other is sufficiently pleased) 

or that an act of nonmasturbatory sex might appear 

masturbatory (e.g., that an intention cannot be reasonably 

formed to please an Other, without at the same time being an 

intention that one ̂  pleased with having promoted the 

Other's pleasure). My response to this, is that what is at 

issue here (in distinguishing masturbatory from 

nonmasturbatory sex) is the agent's primary intention rather 

than any secondary or tertiary considerations as to what the 

agent may also intend to follow from his/her act. The agent 

who intends his/her own sexual pleasure and who also intends 

that the Other assume responsibility for his/her own, is in 

fact engaged in what I shall call an act of sex that is 

primarily masturbatory. Likewise, the agent whose own 

sexual pleasure is primarily derived from having sexually 

pleased the Other, is engaged in nonmasturbatory sex even if 

it should be argued that his/her own sexual pleasure is a 

factor of having prompted the Other's. Since the focus of 

sexual pleasure is—as I envision it—located in those 

sensations agent-identified as 'sexual,' the actual number 

of participants to the act's performance is at most 

peripheral (to its assessment as sexual) . This in no way 

mitigates the act's being masturbatory, if by 'masturbatory' 

we now mean "performed for the purpose of eliciting sexually 
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pleasurable sensations in oneself." Neither are we 

justified in assuming that an Other's involvement in an act 

assessed ̂  sexual, automatically guarantees the act's being 

mutual. 

Given Ketchum's suggestion that 'mutual' acts are 

reciprocal only if they are symmetrical (i.e., to the extent 

that they involve reciprocal states of awareness that are 

symmetrical), acts could fail at being 'mutual' on either 

logical grounds (because they are solitary) or the grounds 

of their being nonreciprocal (and so, asymmetric). The 

effect of this would be that even some acts previously 

considered 'binary,' would not meet the criteria imposed by 

'mutuality,' and those that are mutual would not necessarily 

(given the criteria by which a sex is now to be assessed) be 

'sexual.' What I propose in lieu of analyzing sexual 

activities from the standpoint of a requisite number of 

persons (unitary, binary) or the sorts of phenomena that 

either may or may not attend the sexual experience 

(reductionist, expansionist), is to redirect our focus on 

the sexual experience itself. Given the criteria I have 

stipulated, sexual activities would then be either 

1. nonmutal - masturbatory 

2. mutual - masturbatory 

3. nonmutual - nonmasturbatory 

4. mutual - nonmasturbatory 
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Although the class of nonmutually masturbatory acts 

(1) would, for instance, certainly include successful acts 

of solitary masturbation and fetishism, it would also 

include any of those sexual activities involving 'an Other, 

but where one's response to that Other is nonreciprocal 

(e.g., those that do not involve reciprocal states of 

awareness that are symmetric). Similarly included, would be 

necrophilia, pedophilia, sex with animals and sex with 

fantasized partners (e.g., where the specific form of the 

fantasy involves substituting one's actual performance with 

A, for the fantasized performance with B). 

The class of mutually masturbatory acts (2) would 

include any partnered activity that successfully employs the 

recognition of reciprocal (and symmetric) states of 

awareness, but which similarly involves each agent's 

awareness that the sexual pleasure promoted is for each 

agent's own (individual, not 'collective') sake. Including 

and exclusive of those partnered acts which might warrant 

this assessment, it suffices to say that no partnered sexual 

activity (e.g., intercourse, tribadism, coupled 

masturbation, etc.) will necessarily be mutually 

masturbatory. Not unlike any other mutually satisfying 

activity entered into for the purpose of eliciting sexual 

pleasure, acts of mutually masturbatory sex are 
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distinguished only by each agent's intention that s/he be 

the primary recipient of whatever pleasures are to accrue. 

In both nonmutual and mutual masturbation, the 

participating agent(s) take sexual pleasure to be an 

experience that is essentially his/her own. Where (unlike 

solitary masturbation) there is an Other whose participation 

counts toward the activity's performance, this Other is 

either that one who makes possible the promotion of 

sensations taken to be sexual, or that one whose 

participation is only tangentially related to the cited 

sensations' promotion. Both nonmutual and mutual 

masturbation are in contrast to nonmutual and mutual 

nonmasturbatory acts, where the primary intention is either 

to elicit the Other's sexual pleasure or to have one's 

performance with this Other satisfy the criteria of some 

further (and essentially nonsexual) goal or goals. 

The criteria for nonmutual, nonmasturbatory acts (3) 

would be met by cases of unsuccessful solitary masturbation, 

solitary masturbation that denies its intent, or those acts 

involving Others that either do not aim at incorporating the 

Other's state of awareness and/or fail at producing 

sensations that are mutually sexually pleasurable, e.g., 

rape. Since counting an act as nonmutual can either mean 

that: the participants' actions are not equivalent (i.e., 

are asymmetric); one or both participants have failed at 
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incorporating the Other's intentions in the desired 

sensations' promotion; or, there is simply not an actual 

Other with whom the agent is interacting, an act of 

nonmutual nonmasturbatory sex is neither limited to a 

specific type of sexual activity, nor to a requisite number 

of persons for the activity's performance. It is the 

intentions of the agent(s) whose act it is, rather than the 

specific nature of an act, that justifies its assessment as 

nonmutual and nonmasturbatory. It suffices to say that such 

acts do not involve reciprocal states of awareness that are 

symmetrical. The activity it involves must either fail at 

promoting sensations counted by one or both participants as 

being sexually pleasurable, or simply be activity performed 

for the Other's behalf. 

Mutually non-masturbatory acts (4) would include those 

that not only involve reciprocal states of awareness that 

are symmetrical, but that also involve each agent's attempt 

to promote sexually pleasurable sensations in his/her agent-

Other. Because each agent forgoes the promotion of his/her 

own sexual pleasure and instead intends the promotion of 

sexual pleasure in the Other, mutually nonmasturbatory sex 

acts are distinguished from the former set on at least two 

grounds: first, because their mutuality ensures that each 

agent's act is the functional equivalent of the Other's and 

secondly, because what counts in this case as sexual 
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pleasure is the prospect of both giving and receiving this 

pleasure from an Other. These dual features add a dimension 

to mutually nonmasturbatory sex that effectively alters the 

conception of "nonmasturbatory" sex as previously conceived. 

For in this case the fact of the act's mutualitv overrides 

its agent's (primary) intention to provide sexual pleasure 

for the Other, and instead locates sexual pleasure in the 

agent's response to this Other. Necessarily excluded from 

inclusion in this group, are any of those sexual acts that 

discount an actual, sentient^^ Other's significance to the 

performance of acts deemed sexual (e.g., solitary 

masturbation, fetishism, necrophilia, etc.). Those acts 

which might be included, would be any that allow for the 

possibility of sexually relating with an Other in ways that 

admit to mutual response, and where the assumption is that 

sexual pleasure is both the concern of the agent and the 

agent-Other (e.g., intercourse, tribadism). 

In addition to being more descriptive of what is 

occurring during the 'sexual' activity being analyzed, these 

new labels (1-4) not only avoid the conflation of nonmoral 

maintain throughout that references to an agent or 
agents are references to actual, conscious possessors of an 
ongoing self-concept (i.e., those who would, at the very 
least, qualify as 2nd-order intentional systems. According 
to Daniel Denet, such "systems" are not only capable of 
forming the intention to do X, but also of possessing 
certain hopes, beliefs, desires and other intentions in 
references to the intention to do X. 
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with moral criteria, but also reinforce my suggestion that 

references to "perverse" sexual activities are best avoided. 

It now remains to see what—if any—necessary connection 

there might be between one's chosen sexual activity and its 

relation to the scheme of society. 

Sex. Self and Societv: Of Couple-ism, 
Communitas et. al. 

In A Woman's Journev; Experiences For Women. With 

Women. contributor Kitty Hutcheson makes the rather off-hand 

observation that society's definition and judgement of us as 

human beings, often reflects assumptions concerning what we 

do (or are presumed to do) in bed.^^ Since her comments 

are directed to participants in her workshop on "Gay 

Identity," we might well credit her with having utilized 

some degree of verbal restraint; there are definitely 

harsher things that might be said of a society's refusal to 

grant the most basic human rights to a segment of its 

population, simply on the basis of that population's 

preference for sex with same-sex partners. But her apparent 

reticence to condemn what is—given a society's rhetoric on 

"freedom" and personal choice-making—an undeniably 

condemnable situation, is not in itself remarkable. The 

inescapable fact of the matter is that the sorts of 

^^Kitty Hutcheson. "Gay Identity Workshop." In Louise 
Yolton Eberhart's A Woman's Journev; Experiences For Women. 
With Women. Columbia, Maryland: New Community Press, 1976. 
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assumptions to which Hutcheson alludes are not unusual, even 

if they are unfortunate; they are made, quite frequently, in 

other areas as well, e.g., on the assumption of essential 

differences in male/female behavior and expected social 

response, on differences in racial or ethnic background, 

religious beliefs and socio-economic status. But 

assumptions based on sexual preference differ—if not on 

grounds of perniciousness, then at the very least because 

they are granted such pervasive support through society's 

prevailing ideals and institutions; institutions that, for 

instance, either make it possible or impossible to marry, to 

inherit, or to be genuinely afforded one's right to fair 

choices in housing, employment, and freedom from undue 

public harassment. 

As mentioned in the Introduction, the disparagement of 

homosexuality and lesbianism have much in common with the 

disparagement of a confirmed masturbatory practice. Each 

threatens, not only the "status quo," but the very core of 

society's view of acceptable sexual behavior. But whereas 

both homosexuals and lesbians are made to confront specific 

prejudices that seek to advance heterosexuality, progeny and 

the stabilization of presumed gender identities, the 

masturbator's nemeses are the same theoretical constructs 

(couple-ism, communitas, reciprocity and communication) that 

support the very idea of what is essential to the assessment 
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of sexual activity; that sex, no matter how it is perceived, 

is essentially an activity defined in terms of a paired or 

binary experience. As a result of these presumptions, the 

homosexual and the lesbian are given to think that they are 

doing something sexual (through with a wrong-sexed partner), 

while the masturbator (at least from the prevailing views 

espoused in sexual philosophy) is led to believe that 

his/her activity is not "sexual" at all. 

Since my concern has been to discuss the relevance of 

masturbation and its inclusion into the scheme of sexual 

activities allowed philosophical consideration, it is not 

within my purview to answer allegations as to the more 

specific nature of the "threat" posed by either 

homosexuality or lesbianism. It suffices to say, however, 

that if current statistics are correct in having projected 

the gay population at 1 in 10, it seems that whatever 

general fears there might be concerning the undergirding of 

society are either erroneous or premature. But the issue of 

the direct "challenge" of masturbation to couple-ism, 

communitas and the rest, must be met head-on, for it is not 

as easily dismissed. Specifically, what an elected 

masturbatory practice would seem to challenge, is the view 

that—among other things—an individual's "completion" 

requires that s/he not only enter intimate relationships 

with Others, but also experience a sense of incompleteness 
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in the absence of having done so. This raises the question 

whether the fact of justifying the status of masturbation as 

an actual sexual activity diminishes whatever theoretical 

worth the counterclaims of couple-ism (and its attendant 

theories) may be taken to convey. 

Though admittedly deserving more in the way of 

response that the previous case (i.e., that involving same-

sex, partnered sex) the question raised by the sexual status 

of masturbation reflects the same pattern of fallacious 

reasoning.^® For, just as the previous case would seem to 

demand that same-sex sexual activities be judged 'wrong' on 

some basis other than their simply not being 'right,' the 

question whether a defense of masturbation should lay 

challenge to any view stipulating the necessity of relating 

to Others, is already to presume, without argument, that the 

theoretical schemes taken to explain our social realities 

can impinge upon our private realities as well. Perhaps the 

problem can best to put this way: even if it should be 

argued that one can describe any number of human activities 

in terms of our relations with Others, can this in itself 

necessarily force the conclusion that sex is one of those 

relations, without at the same time presuming that sex is a 

relation with Others (i.e., within the range of such 

theoretical explanation)? To do so would seem additionally 

13 Specifically, petitio principii. 
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to presume precisely what the masturbator's own actions 

successfully deny. 

Does this then mean that the theoretical validity of 

couple-ism et. al. ought be suspect, perhaps even abandoned? 

I do not think so. Only if we begin by weaving the Other 

into the necessary fabric of sexual experience, is there any 

need to consider what happens to the theoretical value of 

coupled activity schemes when what is called sex does not 

involve a "couple." But this would impute nothing about the 

worthwhileness of these schemes to the vast lot of nonsexual 

activities whose successful performance would actually 

require an Other's performance or participation. It is 

sufficient, rather, that we acknowledge coupled sex as a 

distinctive form of sexuality, but one which ought not be 

used as a gauge for assessing sexual activity in general. 

Beginning, then, with a unitary conception of sex 

would not signal the death or dearth of coupled activities, 

or of activities that either acknowledge or emphasize the 

individual's relation to the "whole" of society or 

nonspecific Others. What beginning with a unitary 

conception of sex would accomplish, however, is to broadly 

delineate the essential features of self and Other, and of 

activities having private as opposed to "public" 

significance; would moreover, emphasize the values of 

autonomy and self-dependence in one's sexual (if not one's 
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public) life, and bring question to bear upon whether—as 

Hutcheson so coyly suggests—one's position in the bedroom 

ought have any presumed significance to the way we are 

thought of as human beings. 

It ought be obvious at this point that a defense of 

masturbation has consequences that extend far beyond an 

individual's right to sexual self-expression, self-

exploration or the mere identification with pleasures 

associated with activities called sexual. Understanding 

what the masturbator intends, and granting both 

philosophical and social legitimation to his/her act, are 

tantamount to opening a crucial window to a more inclusive 

perception of sexual activities; a window whose opening is— 

in keeping with the analogy—demanded by the closure of 

doors to alternative discussions of sexual experience. In 

having begun its discussion of sexual activities from the 

standpoint of binary relations, sexual philosophy has not 

only delimited the number and kinds of activities which 

might actually be counted as sexual, but severely de-

emphasized the values of autonomy and self-dependence which 

are at the core of human experience. If, moreover, the case 

is thus closed on the question of what sort of "relation" 

sex essentially is (i.e., necessarily a matter of binary 

experience) then the only remaining areas of concern would 

involve those Others with whom "sex" ought properly be had. 
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In short, although a defense of masturbation would seem on 

the face of it to promise little more than a trite support 

of one's right to have sexual self-stimulation count as 

"sexual" activity, it appears on closer view that such a 

defense is demanded if we are ever to approach either a 

philosophical or socio-political defense of the more common, 

yet equally disdained, non-standard sexual practices. 

It is not surprising, then, that defenses of binary 

sexuality more often than not take as standard, the presumed 

"rightness" of a heterosexual model. Where Soble found it 

only "natural" that we look to the socio-political and 

philosophical support afforded heterosexuality to explain 

the disparagement of masturbation, homosexuality and 

lesbianism, I believe that the "linchpin" he alleged (e.g., 

that of our vested interest in sustaining the current 

political economic order, capitalism) is a more 

sophisticated explanation than is actually warranted. 

Perhaps the more innocuous suggestion is that the general 

patriarchal unconscious, fostered by "couple-ism" and its 

attendant features, lead in their own "un-Soblesque" but 

equally natural way to conclusions regarding both binary and 

non-heterosexed, sexual experience. In fact, neither 

Soble's conclusions nor my own are mutually exclusive. But 

how the conclusion of what is properly (and exclusively) 

sexual is derived is hardly as significant as that this 
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conclusion forms an impediment to furthering more reasonable 

and more realistic discussions of sexual being; a sense of 

"being" that may, but need not at all be a way of relating 

to or with Others. For my own case I can only say that 

researching this topic never led me to uncover a single 

author who granted unreserved status to masturbation and who 

did not also grant similar status to homosexuality and 

lesbianism. Similarly, those tending toward a disparagement 

of masturbation, indicated the same level of disdain for 

same-sexed sexual activities. Why should such a 

correspondence between the tendency to acknowledge 

masturbation and same-sex activities be struck, were it not 

because they both directly challenge the patriarchal norm? 

Why should such an inordinate degree of emphasis be placed 

on moving from benignly (nonsexual) mature and immature 

couplings, i.e., 'couple-ism' per se. and to the sexually 

intimate couplings taken to mark the formation of genuinely 

mature behavior, were it not because such couplings are 

presumed to further the interests of society as a whole? 

Interests, for instance, that ̂  come to be reflected in 

decisions concerning who gets to marry, to inherit, and to 

be afforded equal protection under the law? 

Since I have already allowed that Hutcheson's 

assessment of the situation is probably correct (even if 

only unfortunately so) I will add just this much more: that 
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the masturbator masturbates does not—in the scheme I 

envision—tell us anything of any essential nature about the 

kind of person the masturbator will be, or necessarily give 

us any clue to the limits or the expanse of his/her 

contributions to society. The error in judging Others on 

the basis of what it is presumed they "do in bed" (or with 

whom they do it) is precisely that there is neither a 

logical nor a necessary connection between them. There is 

nothing that would necessarilv preclude as possible, the 

masturbator's being socially gregarious or otherwise 

generous with time, money or attention to the "social 

causes" that s/he might deem relevant. Similarly, the fact 

that someone chooses to sexually relate to Others does not— 

in and of itself—indicate that s/he is "Other-centered" in 

nonsexual contexts. That assumptions of this sort persist 

is, again, unfortunate; but that they should continue to be 

voiced in the wake of a burgeoning sexual philosophy— 

particularly one whose uncontested support of binary 

sexuality is at the same time an errant defense of couple-

ism in sex—indicates a serious lapse in philosophical 

judgement. To assess Others on the basis of their bedroom 

activities, is to be misled into presuming a direct 

connection between distinctly different aspects of their 

lives (e.g., private and public); and, even were such a 
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connection to be shown to exist in some cases, we are not 

justified in holding it to necessarily be so. 

There is yet another good reason for abandoning the 

prospect of coming to know essential things about Others 

through an analysis of their sexual activities. This time 

the issue concerns women, and the same patriarchal agenda 

discussed in the previous case. Though there might 

otherwise be little to warrant support for Dworkin's 

diatribe on intercourse and its negative consequences for 

women, there is yet something to be said about tendencies 

toward viewing sexual relationships in terms of power 

disparities (e.g., of performative judgements distinguishing 

"those who do" from "those to whom something is done") and 

specifically, of viewing women as intrinsically passive and 

compliant respondents to the sexual agency of men. It could 

be argued in Dworkin's defense, for example, that her 

perception of heterosexual relations in Intercourse is 

actually not as far-fetched as we would prefer to believe; 

that, in fact, her interpretation does not significantly 

differ from some more common—though less likely 

verbalized—interpretations that hold a woman's role in 

intercourse to be an extension of that role she assumes (or 

is meant to assume) in nonsexual activities. One possible 

response to this view is to say that since the themes of 

empowerment and subjugation are read into this 
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interpretation of intercourse, the roles of 'doer' and 'do-

ee' falsely represent the activity; more a projection of the 

speaker's own preconceptions, than a reflection of what it 

means to engage in heterosexual intercourse. But a better 

response, one adequately reflecting the issue at hand, is 

again to argue that the assignment of "gender identities" 

based on one's position in intercourse is not only an 

unreliable indicator of the role played in nonsexual 

activities, but also arbitrarily designates as "masculine" 

or "feminine" precisely those positions one takes the 

physical activity to convey. It is, in short, to presume 

the truth of one's conclusions about sexual activity in 

advance of argument, while using these same conclusions to 

advance a view of the essential nature of persons. Even 

Dworkin—who thrusts her argument toward the radical and 

impractical conclusion that women either abandon intercourse 

or suffer its negative social and political 'stigma'—seems 

oblivious to the fact that it is the underlying and assumed 

"meaning" of intercourse that ought be attacked; that a 

theory of persons based on bodily protrusions and points of 

entry hardly deserves the theoretical space required for 

rebuttal. 

It is true that references to couple-ism, communitas, 

communication and reciprocity have a place in discussions of 

both our essential (and even our inessential) ways of 
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relating to Others. It is no less true that a significant 

portion of that development noted as "human" intends an 

ability to function in a variety of situations; situations 

that involve Others if for no better reason than that such 

contact—besides being for the most part unavoidable—is 

often quite desirable. The Other is that one whose 

existence gauges our own; that one (or ones) whose being can 

be our own reflective base or whose conception of reality 

makes impossible the exclusive reliance on what we take to 

be. But it is another thing entirely to insist that onlv 

those acts performed in the company of Others are 

significant, or that the sorts of things done alone pale in 

comparison. There is, for instance, much to be said for 

possessing an ability for effective communication, or for 

working with Others toward some common goal. But it is no 

less significant a matter to be aware of one's own goals, or 

to understand the features of one's own personality that 

determine one's pursuit of them. 

On second view it appears that—of couple-ism, 

communitas, reciprocity and communication—the latter three 

are merely descriptive of criteria emphasized in 

interpersonal relations. It is couple-ism, in its normative 

stance on the necessity for forming an essential relation 

with an essential Other, that suggests the greatest possible 

challenge to unitary sex. But a fervent defense of couple-
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ism would be impossible, without at the same time doing 

irrevocable damage to the concept and reality of individual 

autonomy, i.e., of self-dependence, completeness, and the 

presumed worthwhileness of establishing boundaries to mark 

off that 'space' that is one's own, as distinct from that 

which one would share with another. This is where I feel 

that the binary conception of sex (and specifically the 

binary approach to grasping what is essential to the 

understanding of persons) is most deficient. Though there 

would be nothing inherently misleading in the suggestion 

that a number—or even the maioritv of persons—find sexual 

activity more gratifying when experienced with Others, this 

is not the same as saying that anything deserving assessment 

as sexual would need be a binary experience. We are 

justified in interpreting the couple-ist's proposal as 

extending beyond that of the sexual binarist; for whereas 

the latter sees a necessary relation between "sex" and 

coupled activities, the former places a disproportionate 

emphasis on coupled activities of any sort. The problem 

with this way of seeing things is that it not only leaves 

the "individual" at a disadvantage in the equation of those 

things judged to have any real importance, but it would also 

have the consequence of hurtling us toward coupled 

activities in an effort to achieve the significance they are 

alleged to possess. The damage to one's sense of self-
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worth, of independence, autonomy and even the prospect for 

honest relations with Others, is obvious. There is—after 

all—a vast difference between an act's being performed out 

of preference, and the same act's performance for the point 

of satisfying some other set of criteria. If what couple-

ism promotes is the view that acts performed with some Other 

are more significant than those acts performed alone, then 

the Other is him/herself little more than an instrument (or 

means) toward this more significant act's performance. Even 

should we prefer to overlook the more obvious moral 

consequences of this interpretation, there is yet the 

question of settling what—if anything—the Other is to 

mean. Although answering this question is beyond the 

purview of my own dissertation—and is, as I see it, a 

different question than that raised by whether any act ought 

be "coupled"—it does seem that what is at stake here is 

whether any genuine respect can be afforded those activities 

that are either intrinsically private or that become private 

by an elected preference. I take the most reasonable 

response to this question to be the following: unless we 

begin by assuming an inherent value to exist in coupled 

activities, it seems impossible that a conclusion should be 

reached guaranteeing their genuine significance or enhanced 

satisfaction. Unless, that is, the Other's 

performance/participation is built into an understnding of 
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the specific task's successful completion, there seems to be 

no good reason for arguing the solitary activity's relative 

inadequacy. 

If, as argued, 'sex acts' are those that bring about 

sensations identified by their agents as 'sexually 

pleasurable,' then even were the decision formed to 

communicate or transfer these sensations to an Other or 

Others, the very nature of sexual experience would still, 

simplex munditis be "unitary," i.e., as rooted in the 

perception of that one whose act and whose judgement that 

act is to count. Rather than implying a "reverse 

reductionism" to unitary sex, this only points to the 

couple-ist's error in having pursued a normative defense of 

his/her position. If, on the contrary, couple-ism has 

primarily to do with a more commonly perceived (descriptive) 

aspect of general human behavior, then assumptions as to its 

necessarv relation to sexual activity are simply not 

warranted. 

Summarv 

The Introduction's employment of W. Beran Wolfe's 

slot-machine imagery was an attempt at discussing risk, 

diversity and difference as characterizing the philosophical 

enterprise. It was noted, moreover, that philosophical 

discussions of human sexuality were particularly risk-laden; 

that, anything purporting to be a sexual philosophy must 
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begin its investigation prior to general assumptions as to 

what might merely appear to be the case, or what the 

consensus view would have the case be. 

What my investigation revealed, was a distinct 

theoretical preference for discussing sex in terms of a 

binary experience, the result being that acts of 

masturbation emerged as nonsexual (or marginally sexual) and 

those of mutual masturbation as cloaked in a conceptually 

imposed confusion. Supporting the binary conception of sex 

were a number of theories taken to both describe and 

prescribe necessary relations with Others, and which had 

become part of philosophy's own arsenal against the 

conceivability of unitary sex. It has been argued—in 

response to the prevalence of such theories—that although 

they may provide the theoretical means for enhancing our 

understanding the phenomena of relating with/to Others, they 

are not intrinsically involved in an act's assessment ̂  

sexual; that, moreover, only by beginning with assumptions 

that sex is an experience with Others, do such theories 

presume any relevance at all. 

The revisions on Wolfe's "penny-in-the-slot" wisdom 

(Chapter I, pg. 1; 29-30), and specifically to having one's 

philosophical inquiry motivated by risk, diversity and 

difference, are therefore quite pertinent to philosophical 

discourse on sex as I see it. But this time, in keeping 
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with Wolfe's analogy, the stakes are not "chocolate quality" 

or minor discrepancies based on "taste," but nothing more 

controversial than whether there should be agreement on what 

the essential features of "chocolate" will be; whether, that 

is, there can be any gain to denying as real the "chocolate 

assessment" that someone else has made. Wolfe's solution to 

the original dilemma, is to acknowledge that not everyone 

will necessarily be pleased with his or her share of 

chocolate; that, moreover, it is the machine's diverse 

contents that must eventually be accepted. But in the case 

generated by what is to be called "sex" it is the 

individual, rather than the "machine," that determines what 

"chocolate" will be and to what use it shall be put. The 

contents of this machine are uniform, and it makes little 

sense to argue that what emerges from its use is either more 

or less "chocolate" on the basis of its being shared. That 

many who deposit their coins will find their consumption of 

chocolate enhanced by sharing it with Others is not the 

issue. The issue, rather, is whether we must agree that it 

remains chocolate, even if consumed by the one who prefers 

to consume it alone. 

The relevance of Wolfe's analogy to the philosophical 

analysis of sex is just this: utilizing a unitary framework 

as basic to the philosophical analysis of sexuality would 

not only carry the advantage of producing a more inclusive 
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sexual philosophy (i.e., since an account of the binary is 

possible from the unitary account, whereas the reverse is 

not), but would finally make it possible to ask and answer 

the questions concerning sex that are deemed redundant by 

binary analysis. In conceptualizing sexual activity as 

something that essentially occurs between two persons, the 

binary account eliminates the necessity of asking precisely 

the sorts of questions that would advance any genuine 

philosophical inquiry into the nature of sex. In contrast 

to this, to open up these questions is to give genuine worth 

to this sort of philosophical investigation. 
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