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6 Characteristics of Human Sexuality

1. Humans typically pair up into long-term monogamous male/female partnership.

2. Both males and females typically share in providing (co)parental care for young.

3. Human couples typically have sex in private. They are typically not indifferent to the presence of other humans.
4. Female ovulation is concealed (even from the female) rather than advertised – though not necessarily so. 

5. Humans typically have sex throughout a female’s menstrual cycle, even (if not especially) when conception is not likely. In fact, much human sexual activity is “recreational” (often with the explicit goal of avoiding conception).
6. Human male non-fathers are typically more likely to harm and or kill children of their female partners than human male fathers.

Diamond’s Evolutionary Approach
“The key to understanding human sexuality is to recognize that it is a problem in evolutionary biology.” (p. 10)

· Basics of evolutionary theory: genetic mutation and natural selection.

Question: From this perspective, what is the most natural account of sex?

Evolutionary biologists implicitly accept something like the following view of sex:

An activity A is sex if and only if A is a physical activity which 
(i) involves the organs involved in reproduction of at least two individuals, and 
(ii) has the function of reproduction in normal conditions.
· This is a definition of sex. Bear in mind that there may be activities which are sexual but are not instances of sex. Question: Which activities are sexual but do not themselves count as sex?

One question the above definition of sex raises has to do with the existence of “recreational sex”. Diamond believes that we must look for an explanation of the existence of sex whose apparent purpose is not reproduction within evolutionary biology. The idea is that it only appears that the existence of recreational sex is not linked to reproduction:
“Some sexual characteristics [such as recreational sex] may be more advantageous for survival and reproduction than others, depending on each species’ food supply, exposure to predators, and other biological characteristics” (p. 11).
This blank check can of course be cashed only after a specific theory of human sexuality has been developed. It is to the construction of such a theory that we now turn.

Theory Construction

Before moving on, it is worth making a comment about theory construction in general. Regarding virtually any phenomenon, there are always multiple theories to choose from. How do we determine which is the best (i.e., most justified) theory? In short, the best theory is the one that makes the data most likely (probable), or the least surprising. An argument which attempts to establish that a given theory is the theory which makes the data most likely is called an abductive argument, and it relies on an inference to the best explanation. In general, an abductive argument looks like this:


P1) DATA

P2) T1 makes DATA more likely (probable) than T2, T3, …, Tn.


C) So, T1 provides the best explanation of DATA.

Note that this is not a deductive argument. We know this because the truth of the premises do not guarantee the truth of the conclusion: the premises could be true while the conclusion is false (perhaps because not all of the facts are in). Still, abductive arguments can be very good arguments. And they’re practical: since it’s very difficult to get a guarantee, often we are simply forced to rely on an inference to the best explanation. Indeed, they are widely used in both science and philosophy.
Theories of Human Sexuality
Daddy-at-home theory: Failing to advertise ovulation encourages monogamous relationships. Since the time of ovulation is concealed, human males (and females) do not know when the female is fertile. Thus, the males are inclined to stay home and have sex with their partners rather than seek sex elsewhere for two reasons: 1) they never know when having sex with their partners will result in pregnancy, 2) they do not want to leave their partners alone to have sex with a rival male (which might result in pregnancy).  

Many-fathers theory: Failing to advertise ovulation discourages infanticide in polygamous relationships. Since the time of ovulation is concealed, it is harder for males to know who fathered which infants – so when a new male becomes dominant, he is less likely to kill infants in order to re-impregnate females with his own genes. 
These theories are at odds with one another: the former holds that the function of hidden ovulation is to clarify parenthood and reinforce monogamy; the latter holds that the function of hidden ovulation is to confuse parenthood and discourage monogamy.
	
	Monog
	Coparent
	Priv Sex
	Conc Ov
	Rec Sex
	Infant

	D-A-H
	+2
	+2
	+1
	+2
	+2
	0

	M-F
	-2
	+1
	+1
	+2
	+2
	+2


The Daddy-at-home theory looks best. But it cannot explain the co-evolution of concealed ovulation and promiscuous/harem style mating systems. If the purpose of concealed ovulation is to encourage monogamy, as the Daddy-at-home theory says, then it would be highly unlikely that nearly all species that evolved to have concealed ovulation did so while having promiscuous/harem style mating systems. But this is precisely what we seem to find (see pp. 76-86, esp. 84). 
To accommodate the co-evolution of concealed ovulation and promiscuous/harem style mating systems, Diamond proposes a theory which combines the insights of the above theories:

Hybrid theory: First, concealed ovulation evolved in promiscuous/harem style mating systems to discourage infanticide. Once present, the mating system evolved to be monogamous to encourage co-parenting.
	
	Monog
	Coparent
	Priv Sex
	Conc Ov
	Rec Sex
	Infant

	Hybrid
	+2
	+2
	+1
	+2
	+2
	+2



P1) Monog, Coparent, Priv Sex, Conc Ov, Rec Sex, and Infant.
P2) The Hybrid theory makes these phenomena more likely (probable) than the Daddy-at-home and Many-fathers theories.

C) So, the Hybrid theory provides the best explanation of these phenomena.

Sex vs. Mating
These are interesting theories. And the hybrid theory appears to do a good job of explaining what it is trying to explain. But what exactly is that? That is, what are these theories really theories of? 
They are definitely not theories of love, as the title of Diamond’s chapter suggests. Nor are they theories of sex (concealed ovulation is not part of sex). If we look closely, we find that they are not even theories of human sexuality or sexual activity. Rather, they are theories of human mating behavior. For they are attempts to explain why humans possess the mating behavior they do. (This is evident by the fact that when Diamond is articulating the theories and the data they are trying to explain, he always speaks in terms of “mating systems”, not sexuality.) But as we all know, human sexuality and sexual activity extends far beyond human mating behavior.
The Philosophical Limits of Science
There are further limitations to the approach taken by these theories. For while these may be great scientific theories, these theories do not tell us what we as philosophers are interested in. 

Limitation 1: Notice that these theories tell us how things happen to be – we happen to demonstrate mating behavior that evolved in a certain way. But things could have been otherwise. Just as it’s possible for there to be a bachelor over ten feet tall (even though all bachelors happen to be under ten feet tall), it’s possible for there to be a human being whose mating behavior evolved in a slightly different way than the way that it actually did. This means that as far as sex and sexuality go, things could have been different than they actually are, in which case these theories only tell us about how things just happened to turn out.
As philosophers, we’re interested in more than just how things happen to be. We’re interested in how they must be – not just for human beings whose mating behavior evolved in the way it did, but for all beings, human or otherwise. (This means that our task as philosophers is, in a sense, more difficult than the task of scientists: we have to figure out how things must be, not just how they are.) As we saw yesterday, as philosophers we’re interested in uncovering the nature, or essence, of things. In the present context, this means uncovering the nature, or essence, of sex and sexuality. To do this, we have to answer questions like the following:

(Q1) What is sexuality?

(Q2) What is sex? What is it to have sex?

We can’t answer either of these questions with scientific theories that focus only on how things happen to be. For things could have been otherwise. Adequate answers to these questions must be able to accommodate these other ways that things could have been.

Consider the theories discussed above. They don’t tell us what sexuality or sexual activity is. Why? Because there could be a creature whose mating behavior evolved very differently way than ours – or didn’t even evolve at all! Such a creature could still have a sexuality or engage in sexual activity. An adequate answer to (Q1) must be able to accommodate such a possibility.
Nor does the definition of sex implicitly accepted by evolutionary biologists tell us what sex is – it doesn’t seem to identify the nature, or essence, of sex. Recall what it takes to show that a definition is mistaken. To show that a definition is mistaken, you have to find a counterexample – a possible situation in which one side holds but the other one doesn’t. So, to show that the evolutionary biology definition of sex is false, you have to come up with a possible situation in which a being has sex but does not satisfy the two conditions – either (i) it does not involve the organs involved in reproduction of at least two individuals, or (ii) it does not have the function of reproduction.

Are there such situations? Well, it seems possible for there to be creatures who have sex even though it has nothing to do with their reproduction. Perhaps they reproduce in the way fish do: the female secretes eggs (say, in a bathtub) after which the male ejaculates semen over the eggs. Or perhaps they reproduce in the way depicted by cartoons: when the partners both wish for a baby, and are deemed ready to have one, a stork delivers an infant to their doorstep. In such a case, would the bumping and grinding that occurs in the bedroom still count as sex? Obviously, yes. (Compare: if I was over 10 feet tall, would I still count as a bachelor? Obviously, yes.) An adequate answer to (Q2) must be able to accommodate such possibilities.
· One upshot of this is that reproduction is not essential to sex. That is, it’s a merely contingent fact that sex evolved as a means of reproduction – things could have been otherwise. It also raises the following question: what sorts of activities – strange or otherwise – would count as sex?
· A second, more general, upshot is that certain questions, such as (Q1) and (Q2), cannot be answered by doing science. No amount of empirical (scientific) research will tell us how things must be – it will always only tell us how things simply happen to be. Certain questions, such as (Q1) and (Q2), can only be answered by doing philosophy – in particular, by doing metaphysics (the study of the nature of reality). The inability of science to answer questions in metaphysics is the first philosophical limitation of science.
Limitation 2: Scientific theories such as those discussed above do not tell us anything about the ethical or moral dimensions of sex and sexuality. For instance, they don’t tell us why rape is wrong. Nor do they give us any grounds for evaluating the rightness or wrongness of pornography, promiscuity, homosexuality, and so on. At most they might give us grounds for declaring that these phenomena are abnormal. But abnormality is not the same thing as immorality, as Gandhi’s abnormal yet moral behavior attests. As a result, scientific theories – and science in general – are completely silent with respect to their moral status. The inability of science to answer moral questions is the second philosophical limitation of science.
Limitation 3: Sex is typically perceived to be something valuable, and not merely because it leads to procreation. Consider, for instance, the pleasure had, or intimacy achieved, by engaging in sex. There is also the fact that losing one’s virginity is considered to be a momentous occasion – in a way that eating one’s first twinkie is not. If it is, then there must be something special about sex. But what? Empirical (scientific) research is silent on this question. Whether or not sex is in fact valuable, science does not give us any grounds for assessing the value (non-biological significance) of sex. Assessing the value of sex is a philosophical task. The inability of science to answer evaluative questions is the third philosophical limitation of science.
Understanding Sex and Sexuality: The Philosophical Approach
We’re interested in the metaphysical, moral, and evaluative issues surrounding sex and sexuality. Later on in the class we’ll discuss the moral and evaluative issues. For now, let’s consider the metaphysical question: what is sex?

As we saw above, there may be instances of sexual activity that are not instances of sex. Question: How does sex differ from sexual activity more broadly?

To answer this question, we need to say what sex is. That is, we need to uncover the necessary and sufficient conditions for a given activity to qualify as sex, rather than as some other activity? Question: What are these conditions?
An activity A is sex iff . . . ? . . . 

Remember, we need our definition, or analysis, that accommodates all possible instances of sex – including both “normal” and “abnormal” sex (weird sex is still sex!)
