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Preliminaries
Yesterday we talked about sex and the limitations of (empirical) scientific – in particular, evolutionary biological – accounts of sex and sexuality. Today we’re going to focus on sexual activity in general – which, as we saw yesterday, seems to include not only sexual intercourse, oral sex, and anal sex, but also masturbation, kissing, fondling/groping, and voyeurism, etc. One of the upshots of that discussion was that to understand sexual activity – what sexual activity is – we must do philosophy. Empirical research isn’t enough, since an adequate account of sexual activity must handle not only how things are, but how things could be or might have been.

Many philosophers seem to think that it’s not possible to give an adequate account of sexual activity without also giving an account of sexual desire – of what it is to desire someone sexually or, more colloquially, of what it is to “want someone”. Perhaps this is because sexual desire is one of the most interesting aspects of being sexual, and that sexual desire typically leads to sexual activity. Whether or not this is right, it is certainly true that it’s worth spending some time thinking about sexual desire.
Sexual Desire
The first question we must consider when attempting to understand the nature of sexual desire is this:

(Q1) Is sexual desire a state that is physical or mental?

It’s tempting to think that sexual desire is a purely physical state. But consider: purely physical creatures, such as rocks, trees, and plants can’t sexually desire anything. Why? Because they don’t have minds. Even though sexual desire may involve the physical body, you have to possess a mind in order to have sexual desire. This indicates that sexual desire is in some sense a mental state. This is not surprising, given that desire generally is one of the paradigmatic mental states. Other paradigmatic mental states include experiences such as pain, emotions such as anger and fear, and intentional states such as hoping and believing.
(As an aside, the study of minds and mental states – of mindedness, as it were – is called the philosophy of mind. The philosophy of mind is informed by, but much more than, the (empirical) scientific study of minds and mental states, which is called cognitive science. Why? Because to understand the nature of minds and mental states, as always we must understand not only how minds and mental states are, but how they must be – which, again, requires understanding how they are as well as how they could be or might have been.)

Let’s think about hoping and believing for a moment. Hope and belief are intentional states not because they are intentions, but because they are directed at things. To hope that you win the lottery is to have a particular sort of mental state directed at the state of affairs of you winning the lottery – namely, you hope that that state of affairs will come about. To believe that you will win the lottery is to have a particular sort of mental state directed at the proposition that you will win the lottery – namely, you believe that that proposition is true.

Desire is like hope and belief in being intentional, or directed at things. You can desire an object or that a state of affairs will come about. To desire that apple is to have a particular sort of mental state directed at that apple – namely, you desire to have that object. Or, to desire that you do well in school is to have a particular mental state directed at the state of affairs of you doing well in school – namely, you desire that that state of affairs will come about. Although desire is like hope and belief in being intentional, it is importantly distinct from hope and belief.
· As the apple example reveals, you can desire an object. But you can’t hope an object. So desiring is very different from hoping (and wishing).

· Desires are also distinct from beliefs – in fact, they are more like hopes than beliefs in at least one respect. Although they are all intentional states, desires and hopes, but not beliefs, have a mind-to-world “direction of fit”: loosely speaking, they don’t try to fit the world, but try to get the world to fit them. Beliefs, on the other hand, have a world-to-mind “direction of fit”: their aim is to fit the world. In other words, we want our beliefs to accurately reflect the way the world is. But we want the world to satisfy our desires.

· This brings up another way in which desire is distinct from belief. Desires are satisfied just in case the world fits them. Beliefs are true just in case they fit the world. As this indicates, desires are satisfied/unsatisfied whereas beliefs are true/false. Although both desires and beliefs can be said to be warranted, justified, or reasonable, it makes no more sense to talk about your desires being true than it does to talk about your beliefs being satisfied.
Now, Shaffer denies that sexual desires can be said to be warranted, justified, or reasonable. Is this right? Sexual desire may simply “hit” you or “sweep you away”, despite your better judgment. But, still, it seems that our sexual desires, upon reflection, can be evaluated (as justified, warranted, or reasonable). Can’t you justify your desiring, say, Sam Elliott because of his looks, personality, courage, acting skills, and so on? It would seem so. Sometimes, someone merits sexual desire; sometimes not. Indeed, we often express bewilderment when someone we know is sexually attracted to, or sexually desires, someone we don’t think warrants such attraction, or desire. Also, it seems that the best way to understand most utterances of the expression “He/she is hot!” is as an attempt to show that one’s sexual desire is somehow warranted or reasonable: his/her being hot (or intelligent, funny, good, etc.) is taken to be a reason to sexually desire him/her. On the other hand, his/her being shallow, greedy, evil, or your brother/sister is taken to be a reason to not sexually desire him/her. In this way, sexual desire appears to be the sort of thing that can be evaluated (as justified, warranted, or reasonable).

The foregoing reveals that desire is:

(1) intentional, 
(2) can be directed at either objects or states of affairs, 
(3) can be satisfied/unsatisfied, and 
(4) can be warranted, justified, or reasonable 
These four characteristics of desire make it importantly different from other mental states, such as emotions and moods. 

· First, desire is unlike emotion in that the latter cannot be satisfied/unstatisfied. Emotions such as fear and sadness are not the sorts of things that can be satisfied, be frustrated, or remain unsatisfied. This is largely because emotion does not have quite the same direction of fit as desire. Fear and sadness do not try to get the world to fit them, or to have the world satisfy them; they are simply responses to the way the world is or is taken to be. Thus, desire but not emotion has what are called conditions of satisfaction. Consider sexual desire. Your sexual desire for Sam Elliott is satisfied just in case, say, you have sex with Sam Elliott. In this way, as Shaffer points out, sexual desire is necessarily connected to the idea of satisfaction: it can be satisfied, be frustrated, or remain unsatisfied. Contrast lust, which has no conditions of satisfaction: lust is not satisfied by sexual activity; if you lust after someone, sexual activity with him/her will simply make you “lust for more”, as they say. The upshot is that sexual desire is more like the states of longing, yearning, hunger, and thirst than emotions such as fear, sadness, and lust.

· Second, desire is unlike moods in that the latter are in an important sense undirected: they aren’t directed at any particular object or specific state of affairs. Consider familiar cases of boredom, depression, and grumpiness. Although these moods may have as their causes some particular object or specific state of affairs, they are not directed at that or any other particular object or specific state of affairs: one is just grumpy, bored, or depressed. This is very unlike desire, which is directed at something in particular, such as an apple (or, in some cases, apples in general). Consider sexual moods, the most common of which is horniness. Being horny is very different from having a sexual desire in that it is undirected: when you’re horny, you’re just “in the mood”.
So, sexual desire is not an emotion or mood; it is a desire. But what sort of desire? We saw above that desire may be objectual (directed at an object) or propositional (directed at a state of affairs) – that is, one may desire something or desire that something come about. Which is sexual desire?

Shaffer thinks that sexual desire is objectual, not propositional. In order to show this, he evaluates what looks to be the general schema for understanding sexual desire as a form of propositional desire:

S sexually desires O if and only if S desires that S engage in sexual activity with O.

As Shaffer observes, this account faces the following difficulties:

· The right-hand side is not sufficient for sexual desire: desiring sexual activity does not entail having sexual desire. For instance, a person can desire to engage in sexual activity with someone that they don’t sexually desire. They may desire to engage in sexual activity with this person because it will enable them to make money, get impregnated, make a fool of the person, and so on. So, desiring that you engage in sexual activity with someone is not sufficient for sexually desiring him/her.

· The right-hand side is not necessary for sexual desire: sexual desire does not require desiring sexual activity. For instance, a person can sexually desire someone that they do not desire to have sex with. Perhaps the desired person is married, a relative, too young, etc. So, desiring that you engage in sexual activity with someone is not necessary for sexually desiring him/her.
The conclusion Shaffer draws is that sexual desire is not a form of propositional desire; rather, it is a form of objectual desire: desire for some object (individual).

Now, we’ve seen that desire is a mental state. Since sexual desire is a form of desire (it has the four characteristics of desire noted above), it is not a purely physical state – it’s a mental state. But perhaps sexual desire is physical in another sense, namely, in the sense that it’s directed at something physical. The question to consider, then, is this:
(Q2) Is sexual desire a mental state that is directed at something physical or mental?

Answering this question requires considering various theories of sexual desire. It is to this task that we now turn.

Theories of Sexual Activity and Sexual Desire
Let’s begin with what Goldman calls means-end accounts of sexual activity and sexual desire. This includes any account which views sexual activity and sexual desire as means to some end or other, such as procreation, love, or communication.

Procreation Theory: According to the procreation theory, 

A is a sexual activity if and only if A leads to procreation.

A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is the desire to procreate (or to engage in the activity which leads to procreation).

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S desires to procreate (or to engage in the activity which leads to procreation) with O.

On this view, sexual activity is a physical activity (that which leads to procreation) and sexual desire is a mental state that is directed at that activity.

There are a variety of problems with accounts which tie sexual activity and sexual desire to procreation. 
· First, while procreation may be the biological function of a particular sexual activity (namely, sexual intercourse), this does not mean that we must define sexual activity or sexual desire in terms of procreation. For we often engage in sexual activity – and even sexual intercourse – without having as our end procreation. Consider, e.g., many forms of recreational sex, oral sex, anal sex, voyeurism, and masturbation. Such examples reveal that, as Goldman points out, “While [procreation] may be nature’s purpose, it certainly need not be ours” (p. 271). This means that leading to procreation is not necessary for an activity to count as sexual (the above sexual activities are counterexamples to any claim to the contrary).
· Second, yesterday’s fish and stork examples are counterexamples to the claim that leading to procreation is sufficient for sexual activity, or even sexual intercourse: clearly there are possible activities which lead to procreation that do not count as sexual activities, or even sexual intercourse. 
· Finally, the desire to procreate (or to engage in the activity which leads to procreation) is likewise clearly neither necessary nor sufficient for sexual desire: indeed, sexual desire need not be directed at anything having to do with procreation. We’ll leave it to you to come up with the obvious counterexamples.
Love Theory: According to the love theory,
A is a sexual activity if and only if A expresses or maintains romantic love.

A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is the desire to express or maintain romantic love (or to engage in the activity which expresses or maintains romantic love).

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S desires to express or maintain S’s romantic love (or to engage in the activity which expresses or maintains S’s romantic love) for O.

On this view, sexual activity may be a mental or physical activity (whatever expresses or maintains romantic love), while sexual desire is a mental state that is directed at that activity.

Accounts which tie sexual activity and sexual desire to love face the following problems. 
· First, a one-night stand or an affair with one’s arch nemesis (or even rape or acts of sexual harassment, such as unwelcome groping) still count as sexual activities despite the fact that they may have absolutely nothing to do with love – and in fact may be expressions of the opposite, namely, hatred or contempt. So, expressing or maintaining love is not necessary for sexual activity. 
· Second, romantic love can be expressed or maintained non-sexually: for instance, we often express and maintain romantic love by buying flowers or by saying “I love you”. In fact it seems that sexual activity could, in certain circumstances, express or maintain anything but romantic love. Imagine, for example, a situation in which people engage in sexual activities only with those they do not love; the one they love is special, and they express or maintain their love by not engaging in sexual activities with that person. (In fact, this may be the Platonic ideal of romantic love – love is not degraded by the more “animalistic” urges.) So, expressing or maintaining love is not sufficient for sexual activity. 
· Finally, the desire to express or maintain romantic love (or to engage in the activity which expresses or maintains romantic love) is likewise clearly neither necessary nor sufficient for sexual desire. Again, we’ll leave it to you to come up with the obvious counterexamples.
(Incidentally, Goldman contends that the desire to express or maintain romantic love (or to engage in the activity which expresses or maintains romantic love) has many characteristics that sexual desire does not: the former desire is “deep” and is more or less exclusive, whereas sexual desire is a comparatively fleeting experience that is not exclusive. Goldman also maintains that sexual activity and love come apart for the following reason: monogamous sexual activity – and presumably sexual desire – generally represents a sacrifice or an exercise of self-control on the part of the romantic lovers, while monogamous love generally does not (p. 273). Question: Is Goldman right about all of this?)
Communication Theories: There are at least two accounts which tie sexual activity and sexual desire to interpersonal communication (which goes beyond mere expression in requiring certain intentions on the part of the communicator as well as an understanding of what is expressed on the part of the communicatee). The first is Solomon’s view that 
A is a sexual activity if and only if A is a bodily means of communicating certain emotions (e.g., love, tenderness, domination, anger, trust, etc.). 
A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is the desire to communicate certain emotions (e.g., love, tenderness, domination, anger, trust, etc.).

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S desires to communicate certain emotions to O.

The second is Nagel’s view that
A is a sexual activity if and only if A is a complex form of interpersonal awareness and mutual arousal in which sexual desire itself is being communicated.

A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is the desire communicated through sexual activity.

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S is the desires communicated through sexual activity with O.

On these views, sexual activity is a mental activity that uses the physical body (to communicate certain feelings or desires) and sexual desire is a mental state that is directed at that activity.
Both accounts face serious problems. In general, the problem with communication theories is that many activities we engage in can be done in ways that communicate emotions or desires (e.g., driving angrily or quickly) yet this does not make such communication the purpose of those activities. Why believe that sexual activity is any different? Perhaps sexual activity often happens to serves the purpose of communication; that alone does make such communication essential to sexual activity. Is communication what sexual activity is: is sexual activity just the communication of certain emotions or desires? Is sexual desire just that which is communicated through sexual activity? Surely not. To see this, consider the following. 
· First, many activities (e.g., licking one’s lips, gyrating one’s hips, whistling, or moving one’s forefinger in and out of a circle formed by the forefinger and thumb of one’s opposite hand) can be used to express the emotions and desires of which Solomon and Nagel speak, but not all such activities count as sexual activities. So, it is possible to communicate these emotions and desires without engaging in sexual activity. This means that such communication is not sufficient for sexual activity. 
· Second, it is possible to engage in sexual activity without communicating the emotions and desires of which Solomon and Nagel speak. Suppose that two severely mentally handicapped people are forced engage in sexual activity: although they may be experiencing a range of emotions and desires, they aren’t communicating any of those emotions or desires by engaging in sexual activity – they’re just doing whatever they’re being forced to do. This means that such communication is not necessary for sexual activity. 
· Finally, desires communicated through sexual activity are likewise clearly neither necessary nor sufficient for sexual desire. Once more, we’ll leave it to you to come up with the obvious counterexamples.
Plain Sex Theory: According to Goldman’s plain sex theory,
A is a sexual activity if and only if A is an activity which fulfills sexual desire. 

A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is the desire for contact with another person’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces.

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S desires contact with O’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces.

On this view, sexual activity is a physical activity and sexual desire is a mental state that is directed at that activity.

Accounts which tie sexual activity and sexual desire to bodily contact face the following problems. 

· First, there are a number of possible situations involving sexual activity but not involving the fulfillment of the desire for contact with another person’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces. For instance, consider two people who think that sexual intercourse is important because it leads to procreation, but for ideological reasons they abhor the pleasure sexual intercourse produces; for such people, sexual activity does not fulfill the desire for the pleasure which contact with another person’s body produces. Or consider weird examples of sexual activity: one might engage in sexual activity with a non-person (say, a robot or non-human animal), in which case one is not fulfilling the desire for contact with another person’s body. Or two non-corporeal beings (e.g., ghosts or angels) might engage in sexual activity, but in so doing they cannot be fulfilling the desire for contact with another person’s body, since they don’t have bodies. Consider once again the example of two severely mentally handicapped people that are forced engage in sexual activity are not fulfilling a desire for contact with another person’s body. Voyeurism and masturbation are additional counterexamples, in spite of Goldman’s protests: voyeurism and masturbation are sexual activities, but are precisely not activities which fulfill the desire for contact with another person’s body. So, fulfilling a desire for bodily contact (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces is not necessary for sexual activity. 

· Second, there are a number of possible situations involving fulfillment of the desire for contact with another person’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces that do not count as sexual activity – as when “a parent and child [are] warmly hugging or two old friends [are] enthusiastically shaking hands” (Shaffer p. 176). It even seems that two lovers can fulfill their desire for contact with their lover’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces without engaging in sexual activity: for instance, they may simply fulfill this desire by cuddling. So, fulfilling a desire for bodily contact (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces is not sufficient for sexual activity.
· Third, sexual desire is clearly not equivalent to the desire for contact with another person’s body (for the purpose of that contact) and for the pleasure which that contact produces. As before, we’ll leave it to you to come up with the obvious counterexamples.
· Finally, the plain sex view appears to have a difficult time accounting for certain instances of sexual desire. Morgan considers three examples (“fucking the police”, “victory”, and “stranger in the bathroom”) which suggest that any view according to which all sexual desire is directed at bodily contact (or pleasure) alone is too simplistic. For in these cases the subject’s sexual desire can be understood only by reference to certain properties (e.g., the property of being a police officer) which the subject takes the object of desire to possess. If the subject did not take the object of desire to possess these properties, then the subject would not sexually desire that object – even if everything else about the object of desire (in particular, his/her body and the pleasure that contact with his/her body would produce) remained the same.
Deflationary Theory: According to the deflationary theory, sexual activity is just activity which satisfies sexual desire and sexual desire is just a desire with satisfaction conditions that mention sexual activity. (Read: the above theories are trying too hard.) That is,
A is a sexual activity if and only if A is an activity which satisfies some sexual desire.

A mental state M is a sexual desire if and only if M is a desire and M would be satisfied by, and only by, engaging in a certain sexual activity.

· Thus: S sexually desires O iff S has a desire that would be satisfied by, and only by, engaging in a certain sexual activity with O.

This is more or less Shaffer’s view. (More precisely, his view is that a mental state M is sexual desire if and only if M is a desire and M is such that, if it were followed by sexual arousal, then certain subsequent events would be felt as constituting the satisfaction or frustration of that original state, p. 187.)
The idea is that sexual desires are just desires with certain satisfaction conditions: first, they are satisfied if a certain sexual activity occurs; second, they are satisfied only if a certain sexual activity occurs. Which sexual activity satisfies the desire depends on the context: sometimes it may be sexual intercourse, other times it may be simply touching a knee. Satisfaction of sexual desire does not always require orgasm; perhaps a look or a touch alone will do. This captures the fact that a sexual desire which can be satisfied only by oral sex and a sexual desire which can be satisfied by a kiss are both sexual desires, despite their differences: both have satisfaction conditions that mention sexual activity.
Compare monetary desires (as in “The producer’s motivation was monetary desire”). Monetary desires appear to be just desires with certain satisfaction conditions: first, they are satisfied if a certain monetary gain is achieved; second, they are satisfied only if a certain monetary gain is achieved. Which monetary gain satisfies the desire depends on the context: sometimes it may be $1 billion, other times it may be simply $5. Both desires are monetary desires, despite this difference in their satisfaction conditions. Why? Because both have satisfaction conditions that mention monetary gains.

· The deflationary theory does not seem to encounter many of the difficulties which plagued the previous accounts. Question: Can you think of any counterexamples? 
· One of the most interesting questions concerning the deflationary theory is whether it can handle Morgan’s examples and what we can call ‘Oedipus cases’. 
· Consider Johnny’s sexual desire for the female police officer, who we will call Kate. Johnny desires Kate because she has a particular property, namely, the property of being a police officer. So, Johnny’s sexual desire for Kate is not satisfied simply by engaging in sexual activity with her (Kate), but only by engaging in sexual activity with her qua police officer. 
· Consider Oedipus’ sexual desire for the Queen, who unbeknownst to Oedipus happens to be his mother. Oedipus sexually desires the Queen. But he does not sexually desire his mother; quite the opposite, in fact. So, Oedipus’ sexual desire for the Queen is not satisfied simply by engaging in sexual activity with her (the woman who happens to be both Oedipus’ mother and the Queen), but by engaging in sexual activity with her qua 
Queen.

· It seems that the only way a proponent of the deflationary theory can accommodate these cases is by mentioning a very precise sexual activity in the satisfaction conditions of Johnny’s and Oedipus’ desire. Consider Johnny: the satisfaction condition of his desire must mention engaging in sexual activity with Kate when she is a police officer. Johnny’s sexual desire for Kate is satisfied iff he engaging in sexual activity with Kate and Kate is a police officer at the time at which he engages in sexual activity with her. 
· Is this adequate? Consider: Johnny’s sexual desire for Kate would go away if Kate was no longer a police officer (say, if she quit the force). So, it is not simply that Johnny’s sexual desire would go unsatisfied if Kate were no longer a police officer, as this account implies, but rather that Johnny would cease to sexually desire her at all. This feature of Johnny’s desire is not explained by the fact that there is a very precise sexual activity – viz., sexual activity with the object of the desire as an object with certain properties – in the satisfaction conditions of the desire. In short, the object of the desire having certain properties is a prerequisite not for the satisfaction of the desire, but the very existence of the desire. So, it would appear that the deflationary theory does not have the resources to explain a particular sexual desire’s coming in and out of existence. That is, it cannot explain the difference between the following two cases:

Case 1: the satisfaction conditions fail to obtain and the desire is unsatisfied.

Case 2: the satisfaction conditions fail to obtain and the desire goes away.

· Perhaps this is not a devastating problem for the deflationary theory, since it is a theory of what makes a given desire sexual, and not what makes something a desire. So, perhaps we really should not expect it to explain a particular desire’s coming in and out of existence – perhaps for that, we need a theory of desire in general. Again, this is just to say that it is an open question whether the deflationary theory can handle Morgan’s examples.
The Value of Sex and Sexual Activity
If the above theories provide neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for sexual activity or sexual desire, then sexual activity and sexual desire are logically independent of procreation, love, communication, and physical contact. Note, however, that it does not follow that sexual activity and sexual desire are not related to procreation, love, communication, and physical contact in any way. Specifically, this conclusion does not settle the moral/normative and evaluative issues surrounding sexual activity and sexual desire. 

· Perhaps procreation, love, communication, or physical contact provide normative constraints on sexual activity and/or sexual desire: e.g., perhaps sexual activity is morally acceptable only if it leads to procreation, love, communication, or involves physical contact. Or perhaps procreation, love, communication, or physical contact is responsible for the value of sexual activity: e.g., perhaps sexual activity is valuable because it can lead to procreation, love, communication, or involves physical contact. The point, in short, is that even if the above theories fail, it is still very much an open question whether procreation, love, communication, or physical contact provide some insight into the moral/normative and evaluative dimension of sexual activity and sexual desire.

Let’s consider some of the evaluative issues in this vicinity. Here are two questions to consider:


(Q1) Is sex and sexual activity always valuable?


(Q2) What makes sex and sexual activity valuable, if and when they are?

There are reasons to think that sex and sexual activity are sometimes valuable. But there are also reasons to think that sex and sexual activity are not always valuable. What are they?

Some have argued that sex and sexual activity, or at least certain types of sex and sexual activity, are never valuable. For instance, some feminists claim that heterosexual sex and sexual activity are exploitative or oppressive, that they serve to maintain the patriarchal status quo of male domination, or, worse, that heterosexual sex = rape. 
Others, approaching the issue from a religio-ascetic perspective, claim that all or at least some types of sex and sexual activity are extremely damaging – because they undermine one’s psychological or spiritual well-being, are expressions of evil bodily pleasure, etc. 
Question: Are any of these claims true?
Problems concerning sex and sexual activity: 
· What are some potential answers to (Q2): what might make sex and sexual activity valuable, if and when they are?

· Why is the loss of one’s virginity often perceived to be valuable (significant, meaningful)? Is it truly valuable (significant, meaningful)? 

· Why is choosing to remain a virgin until marriage, love, etc. often perceived to be valuable (significant, meaningful)? Is it truly valuable (significant, meaningful)?

· Why is celibacy, whether for life or for a short time, often perceived to be valuable (significant, meaningful)? Is it truly valuable (significant, meaningful)?

· Regardless of what makes sex and sexual activity valuable, if and when they are, can sex and sexual activity (by themselves) provide the “substance” of a good life? Why or why not?
� Note that this account reduces sexual desire for a person to desire for contact with that person’s body, not with that person. 


� They may lead to procreation, express and maintain love, serve as means for communicating certain emotions and desires, foster a certain form of intimacy, bring pleasure, etc.





