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The Nature of Promiscuity
Promiscuity must be distinguished from polyamory. Polyamory is having multiple romantic love relationships (possibly involving sexual activity) at the same time. What exactly is promiscuity? What’s the difference between polyamory and promiscuity?
It is tempting to include in the definition of promiscuity that it is somehow bad or wrong. After all, the word ‘promiscuous’ often has negative connotations – it is sometimes used pejoratively or derisively to criticize someone for their sexual behavior. But such connotations are not part of the definition of promiscuity: it’s not part of the nature or essence of promiscuity that it is bad or wrong. (Compare certain connotations of the word ‘blond’: such connotations are not part of the definition of blondness.) So defining promiscuity as bad or wrong would be a mistake.

According to Elliston, Webster’s defines promiscuity as follows:

x is promiscuous iff x “engag[es] in sexual intercourse indiscriminately or with many persons”.

There are a number of problems with this account:

· Elliston points out that many people who are promiscuous do not engage in sexual intercourse indiscriminately: many do not have sex with shoes or dead people or siblings. Or, a promiscuous person might choose to have sex only with blonds. So engaging in sexual intercourse indiscriminately is not necessary for being promiscuous. Nor does it seem to be sufficient: a person who is forced by his/her slaveowner to have sex with whomever happens to visit (who it is is completely indiscriminate) is not promiscuous – presumably because the sex is not consensual or voluntary.
· Elliston also points out that people who have had sex with many people need not be promiscuous (assuming that ‘many’ means three or more): a person who had sex with three or four people who were his/her spouses (perhaps he/she remarried a few years after the previous spouse died; perhaps he/she is polygamous) over the course of a whole lifetime is not promiscuous. So, engaging in sexual intercourse with many people is not sufficient for being promiscuous. Nor does it seem necessary: a 15 year old virgin who voluntarily has sex with two people in one evening and would have had sex with three different people the following evening if he/she had not been hit by a car may be considered promiscuous despite only having sex with two people.

Elliston proposes instead the following analysis of promiscuity:

x is promiscuous iff 
(i) x engages in sexual intercourse,

(ii) x does so with a series of other people P1, P2, …, Pn,

(iii) P1, P2, …, Pn are adults,

(iv) P1, P2, …, Pn are not directly related to x through marriage, and

(v) x’s sexual intercourse with P1, P2, …, Pn is noncommittal.
Let’s discuss each of the components of this analysis:
· Must x engage in sexual intercourse in order to be promiscuous? It seems that promiscuity is not essentially tied to sexual intercourse. For instance, a person who randomly engages in oral sex would appear to be promiscuous, even if he/she has never engaged in sexual intercourse. This means that engaging in sexual intercourse is not necessary for promiscuity. It is enough that one engage in oral sex, and perhaps even other sexual activities.
· Must x engage in sexual activity with a series of other people? Yes, within a certain time period. After all, it is possible to have been promiscuous, but to no longer be promiscuous. So, promiscuity requires engaging in sexual activity with a series of other people over a certain period of time. 
· Must the other people be adults? It seems that promiscuity is not essentially tied to sexual activity with adults. For instance, a 15 year old who randomly has sex would appear to be promiscuous, even if he/she never has sex with other non-adults. This means that engaging in sexual activity with a series of adults is not necessary for promiscuity. It is enough that they be other people who are capable of engaging in consensual sexual activity.
· Must the other people not be directly related to x through marriage? It seems that promiscuity is not essentially tied to sexual activity with other people to whom one is not married. For instance, a person who marries someone, has sex with him/her, then kills him/her, and then repeats the process the next day would appear to be promiscuous, even if he/she only has sex with the people that he/she marries. This means that engaging in sexual activity with people to whom one is not married is not necessary for promiscuity. It is enough that they be other people who are capable of engaging in consensual sexual activity.
· Must x’s sexual intercourse with P1, P2, …, Pn be noncommittal? No: perhaps x loves (perhaps Platonically) at least some of these people, or x commits to some or all of these people but simply fails to honor these commitments.
This suggests the following revised analysis:

x is promiscuous over a period of time t iff 

(i) x engages in sexual activity, and
(ii) x does so with many different people P1, P2, …, Pn during t, and

(iii) x does so consensually.
This account leaves many questions unanswered:

· Is serial voyeurism promiscuous?

· Is serial group masturbation promiscuous?

· Are serial rapists promiscuous?
· Are serial pedophiliacs promiscuous?
The difference between polyamory and promiscuity is twofold:

1. Promiscuity does not, while polyamory does, require romantic love with one’s partners.
2. Promiscuity does, while polyamory does not, require sexual activity with one’s partners.

Is Promiscuity Morally Wrong?

Elliston considers five arguments that attempt to establish that promiscuity is always morally wrong:
Con Argument 1

P1) Promiscuous sexual activity occurs outside of marriage. (P)
P2) If a sexual activity x occurs outside of marriage, then x is a threat to marriage. (P ( Q)
C1) Therefore, promiscuous sex is a threat to marriage. (Q)

P3) If x is a threat to marriage, then x is a threat to good child-rearing. (Q ( R)
C2) Therefore, promiscuous sex is a threat to good child-rearing. (R)

P4) If x is a threat to good child-rearing, then x is a threat to society’s future well-being. (R ( S)
C3) Therefore, promiscuous sex is a threat to society’s future well-being. (S)

P5) If x is a threat to society’s future well-being, then x is morally wrong. (S ( T)



C4) Therefore, promiscuous sex is morally wrong. (T)
Con Argument 2

P1) Sex is morally inseparable from procreation and physical/emotional/spiritual union: if x separates sex from either procreation or physical/emotional/spiritual union, then x is morally wrong. (P ( Q)

P2) Promiscuous sex separates sex from either procreation or physical/emotional/spiritual union. (P)

C) So, promiscuous sex is morally wrong. (Q)

Con Argument 3

P1) Promiscuous sexual activity is non-monogamous. (P)
P2) If a sexual activity x is non-monogamous, then x is provides gratification in the absence of long-term commitment. (P ( Q)

C1) Therefore, promiscuous sex provides gratification in the absence of long-term commitment. (Q)

P3) If x provides gratification in the absence of long-term commitment, then x undermines the development of certain important values (e.g., respect, trust, love, compassion, etc.). (Q ( R)
C2) Therefore, promiscuous sex undermines the development of certain important values (e.g., respect, trust, love, compassion, etc.). (R)

P4) If x undermines the development of certain important values (e.g., respect, trust, love, compassion, etc.), then x is morally wrong. (R ( S)

C3) Therefore, promiscuous sex is morally wrong. (S)

Con Argument 4
P1) Promiscuous behavior often requires deception and exploitation. (P)
P2) If A often requires deception and exploitation, then x’s engaging in A-ing is damaging to x’s character. (P ( Q)
C1) Therefore, x’s engaging in promiscuous behavior is damaging to x’s character. (Q)
P3) If x’s engaging in promiscuous behavior is damaging to x’s character, then engaging in A-ing is morally wrong. (Q ( R)

C2) Therefore, engaging in promiscuous behavior is morally wrong. (R)

Con Argument 5
P1) Promiscuity impedes personal growth (because it exhibits a lack of self-discipline, considerateness for others, etc.). (P)
P2) If x impedes personal growth, then x is morally wrong. (P ( Q)

C) So, promiscuity is morally wrong. (Q)

Note: discuss Blumberg’s article.
** The foregoing arguments attempt to establish that promiscuity is always wrong. Even though they may fail to establish this conclusion, nonetheless it remains very much an open question whether promiscuity is sometimes wrong. For instance, perhaps promiscuity is not always wrong, though it is wrong under certain conditions, such as when it leads to harm, develops bad character, involves treating other people merely as means, etc.
Is Promiscuity Morally Acceptable?

Elliston offers X arguments that attempt to establish that promiscuity is sometimes morally acceptable:
Pro Argument 1

P1) x is morally wrong only if x causes harm to others. (P ( Q)

P2) Promiscuity typically does not cause harm to others. (( Q)

C) Therefore, promiscuity is typically not morally wrong. (( P)
Pro Argument 2
P1) If x provides more overall pleasure than y, then x is at least as morally acceptable as y. (P ( Q)
P2) Promiscuity provides more overall pleasure than monogamy. (P)

C1) Therefore, promiscuity is at least as morally acceptable as monogamy. (Q)
P3) Monogamy is morally acceptable.

C2) Therefore, promiscuity is morally acceptable.
Pro Argument 3

P1) If x enables some person P to realize some good(s) without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, then x is morally acceptable for P. (P ( Q)
P2) For some persons P, promiscuity enables P to realize certain goods (e.g., diverse experiences) without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance. (P)
C) For some P, promiscuity is morally acceptable. (Q)
Pro Argument 4

Analogy with eating (pp. 84-85).

Pro Argument 5
P1) For some people, authentic sexuality requires promiscuity. (P)
P2) If a person P’s authentic sexuality requires x, then x is morally acceptable for P. (P ( Q)

C) For some people, promiscuity is morally acceptable. (Q)
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