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Sexual Morality

The main question about sexual morality is this: Under what conditions is it morally acceptable/ unacceptable to engage in sexual activity? We must distinguish this question from questions such as: Under what conditions is it optimal/detrimental to engage in sexual activity? Under what conditions is it praiseworthy/blameworthy to engage in sexual activity? And so on.

Primoratz’s View: Consent

According to Primoratz, it is morally acceptable to engage in sexual activity under the condition that those engaged in the sexual activity consent to that activity. We can state the view more precisely as follows:

A sexual activity A between x and y is morally acceptable if and only if both x and y consent to A-ing. (Thus, a sexual activity A between x and y is morally unacceptable if and only if either x or y do not consent to A-ing.)

So, according to Primoratz, none of the following are necessary for morally acceptable sex: friendship, expressing or maintaining love, communicating emotions or desires, procreation (or intent to procreate), fostering intimacy, being pleasureable, etc.

Is Consent Necessary?
Is x’s and y’s consent necessary for sexual activity between x and y to be morally acceptable?

Skeptics (e.g., Archard, 1998) might argue that consent is not always necessary on the grounds that some sexual relationships are “beyond consent” because of their history of mutual closeness, attentiveness, and concern (which obviates the need for consent). In addition, even people without a history of mutual closeness, etc. engage in sexual activities without explicitly giving consent – indeed, in many cases that would “ruin the mood”. Do these considerations show that consent is not necessary for sexual activity to be morally acceptable?

Perhaps not – what about the possibility of tacit consent? For instance, by voluntarily becoming or remaining citizens of the US, we have given our consent to the laws and its institutions, even though most of us have never actually been asked and have never explicitly given this consent. The same might be true in the case of sexual activity: by voluntarily participating in a sexual activity with y, x has given consent to engaging in sexual activity with y, even if x has never actually been asked and has never explicitly given this consent.

Is Consent Sufficient?
Is x’s and y’s consent sufficient for sexual activity between x and y to be morally acceptable?

There are a number of potential objections to consider. These objections arise from various views which hold that x’s and y’s consent is not sufficient for sexual activity between x and y to be morally acceptable: more is required. We will consider each of these views in turn.
Traditionalism: Traditionalism, which is defended by natural law theorists such as Finnis, is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is monogamous heterosexual marital procreative (uncontracepted) intercourse. More precisely, the view is that the following are necessary conditions for morally acceptable sexual activity:


(i) x must be male and y must be female,


(ii) x must be married to y,


(iii) A-ing must be an activity of the procreation-type, and


(iv) x and y must be engaging in A-ing in order to honor the marital union.

Notice that these are supposed to be individually necessary conditions. So, one could endorse one of them without endorsing all of them. In class we’ll consider whether each is in fact necessary.

Romanticism: Romanticism is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is that which “connects” two mature individuals who sexually desire each other because they are who they are. More precisely, the view is that the following are necessary conditions for morally acceptable sexual activity:

(i) A-ing must fulfill x’s sexual desire for y and y’s sexual desire for x, where 

(a) the sexual desire for x/y could not be satisfied by just any person, or any person of a certain type, but specifically by x/y, and

(b) the sexual desire for x/y is had because x/y is the individual x/y is,
(ii) x must romantically/erotically love y and y must romantically/erotically love x,

(iii) A-ing must foster x’s romantic/erotic love for y and y’s romantic/erotic love for x, and
(iv) A-ing must foster intimacy between x and y.
Notice again that these are supposed to be individually necessary conditions. So, one could endorse one of them without endorsing all of them. In class we’ll consider whether each is in fact necessary.

Radical Feminism: Radical Feminism is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is that which occurs between individuals who are equals with respect to their social power and freedom of choice and desire to engage in that activity for its own sake. More precisely, the view is that the following is a necessary condition for morally acceptable sexual activity:

(i) x and y desire to A for A-ing’s own sake, and

(ii) the social conditions in which x and y give or refuse consent to A-ing are those in which x and y are equals with respect to their social power and freedom of choice.

Radical Feminists believe that since the current social conditions in which women give/refuse consent to engage in sexual activity with men are not those of equality of power and freedom of choice, no sexual activity that involves a man and a woman is currently morally acceptable. Moreover, they believe that whenever women engage in sexual activity that they do not want to engage in for its own sake, the sexual activity is morally unacceptable.
The extent to which such sexual activity is morally unacceptable differs between accounts. Some hold that man/woman sexual activity (if not all man/woman sex) in which the woman does not want to engage in that activity or wants to engage in that activity for some other reason than for it’s own sake is a form of rape (MacKinnon, 1989). Others say instead that it is oppressive and exploitative or a form of coercion (Muchlenhard & Schrag, 1991).
Notice that these are supposed to be individually necessary conditions. So, one could endorse one of them without endorsing all of them. In class we’ll consider whether each is in fact necessary.

Counterexamples?: Before moving on, we should pause to consider whether there are any counterexamples to the claim that consent is sufficient. Is consent always enough? Perhaps certain sexual activities (e.g., adult consensual incest, S&M or other fetishes, prostitution, pornography, infidelity, spouse swapping, sexual activity with your boss/professor, group orgies) aren’t morally acceptable even when consent is given.
Utilitarianism: Utilitarianism applied to sexual activity is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is that which does not produce negative utility (happiness/pleasure). More precisely, the view is that the following is a necessary condition for morally acceptable sexual activity:

(i) x and y’s A-ing does not produce more overall unhappiness/pain than happiness/pleasure.

In class we’ll consider whether this condition is in fact necessary.
Kantianism: Kantianism about sexual activity is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is that which does not involve treating others merely as a means. More precisely, the view is that the following is a necessary condition for morally acceptable sexual activity:

(i) in A-ing x and y do not treat each other merely as means. 
In class we’ll consider whether this condition is in fact necessary.
Virtue Ethics: Virtue Ethics about sexual activity is the view that the only morally acceptable sexual activity is that which is consistent with the possession or development of good character. More precisely, the view is that the following is a necessary condition for morally acceptable sexual activity:
(i) x’s and y’s A-ing is not inimical to the possession or development of good character.

In class we’ll consider whether this condition is in fact necessary.
Beyond Consent: The Sexual Ideal
Perhaps consent is all that is required for sexual activity to be morally acceptable. This, however, does not show that consent is all that is required for sexual activity to be optimal or morally praiseworthy. 
Is something more than consent required in order for sexual activity to be optimal or morally praiseworthy?
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