Sexual Perversion
1. The Nature of Perversion

2. Relativism and Absolutism
3. Which Standard?
The Nature of Perversion
Some concepts (e.g., red and square) are descriptive: they merely describe how things are. Other concepts (e.g., good and bad) are evaluative: they do not merely describe how things are; they appraise them. Perversion is an evaluative concept. More precisely, it is a negative evaluative concept: if something is perverse (or perverted), then it falls short of some sort of standard.

These observations raise two questions about the nature of sexual perversion. Both concern the kind of standard that the sexually perverted falls short of:

· First, is the standard relative (dependent upon a given individual or group) or absolute (dependent upon objective features of the world)? 
· Second, is the standard moral, social, developmental, statistical, teleological, or what? 
In order to understand the nature of sexual perversion, we must answer these questions. In what follows, we consider each in turn.
Relativism and Absolutism
It is tempting to suggest that when one says “x is perverted” one is simply saying “I disapprove of x”. This view is called expressivism. 
Expressivism faces a number of problems:

i. The fact that x is perverted is one’s grounds for disapproval. This means that being perverted cannot be identical to being disapproved of, so expressivism is false.

ii. It seems possible for one to approve of something which one believes to be perverted. This means that being perverted cannot be identical to being disapproved of, so expressivism is false.

iii. Sometimes we genuinely disagree about whether x is perverted or not. But if S1’s claim that x is perverted is just the claim that S1 disapproves of x, and S2’s claim that x is not perverted is just the claim that S2 does not disapprove of x, then there is no genuine disagreement. This means that expressivism is false.

Another tempting view is called relativism, according to which what is perverted depends upon the attitudes or practices of a given individual or group. There are a variety of different versions of this view. Each holds that the standard that the sexually perverted falls short of is not an objective feature of the world but somehow depends upon the group to which the one judging the perverted to be perverted belongs – it is something that is created, not discovered. On one version of the view, the standard depends upon the culture of the judger, in which case a subject S’s claim that x is perverted is true iff (say) S’s culture judges x to be perverted. On another version of the view, the standard depends upon the religion of the judger, in which case a subject S’s claim that x is perverted is true iff (say) S’s religion judges x to be perverted. And so on.
Relativism faces a number of problems:

i. It seems that what is perverted is not arbitrary – there is a good reason that certain things are perverted and other things are not. Relativism typically implies that the reason that certain things are perverted and other things are not is merely that a given group says they are, making it simply a matter of poll and/or consensus. This is not a good reason. This means that relativism is false.

ii. It seems possible that a given group could be wrong about what is and is not perverted. But if a group’s judgment that x is perverted makes x perverted, then the group cannot be wrong about what is perverted. This means that relativism is false.

iii. Sometimes people of different cultures and religions genuinely disagree about whether x is perverted or not. But if the claim of a member of group G1 that x is perverted is true iff G1 judges x to be perverted, and the claim of a member of group G2 that x is not perverted is true iff G2 judges x to be perverted, then there is no genuine disagreement. This means that relativism is false.

This leaves us with absolutism (which is distinct from dogmatism), according to which what is perverted depends upon certain objective features of the world. There are a variety of different versions of this view. Each holds that the standard that the sexually perverted falls short of is “out there” waiting to be discovered, rather than created. On one version of the view, the standard depends upon what is moral, in which case a subject S’s claim that x is perverted is true iff (say) x is immoral. On another version of the view, the standard depends upon what is developmentally normal, in which case a subject S’s claim that x is perverted is true iff (say) x is developmentally abnormal. And so on.
Absolutism faces a few objections:

i. We understand the claim that shape and length are objective features of the world. But it is not clear how to understand the claim that perversion could be an objective feature of the world. Such a feature is spooky or queer.

ii. People disagree about what is perverted. The best explanation of this is that perversion is not absolute.

Which Standard?
Let us now consider three candidates for the standard which the perverted falls short of.

Morality: Is the sexually perverted that which falls short of what is morally acceptable sexual activity? If so, then x is sexually perverted iff x is an immoral sexual activity. So, to say that voyeurism is perverted is just to say that it is an immoral sexual activity. This view faces the following problems:

i. Infidelity may be immoral (when it involves deception, for example), though not perverted.
ii. Having a shoe fetish may be perverted, though not immoral.

Normality: Is the sexually perverted that which falls short of what is normal sexual activity? If so, then x is sexually perverted iff x is an abnormal sexual activity. So, to say that voyeurism is perverted is just to say that it is an abnormal sexual activity.

It seems that there are several different types of normality (e.g., statistical, developmental, biological, etc.). Let’s consider each in turn:

· A sexual activity is statistically abnormal iff it is performed only rarely and/or by a minority of people (within a given population). [Problems: celibacy; a society of fecophilacs.]

· A sexual activity is developmentally abnormal iff it is performed significantly earlier or later than the time at which the majority of people (within a given population) perform it. [Problems: 30-year-old virgin; ?.]
· A sexual activity is biologically abnormal iff it does not perform the function that it evolved to perform. [Problems: voyeurism; kissing.]
Naturalness: Is the sexually perverted that which falls short of what is natural sexual activity? If so, then x is sexually perverted iff x is an unnatural sexual activity. So, to say that voyeurism is perverted is just to say that it is an unnatural sexual activity.
This is Nagel’s position. He claims that to say that something is perverted is to say (at the very least) that it is in some sense unnatural. What is it for a sexual activity to be unnatural? Nagel suggests the following:
· A sexual activity is unnatural iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with normal sexual development. 
Of course, this leaves unspecified what normal sexual development is. Nagel’s view is that normal sexual development is sexual development that results in sexual activity that reciprocally communicates sexual desire. So, according to this view, any sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that results in sexual activity that reciprocally communicates sexual desire is perverted. We can substitute in other theories of normal sexual development (e.g., normal sexual development results in sexual activity that expresses or maintains love, fosters intimacy, leads to procreation, fulfills the desire for physical contact with another person’s body for the pleasure that contact produces, etc.) in order to get different accounts of sexual perversion. 

This generates the following accounts of sexual perversion:

· A sexual activity is perverse iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that results in sexual activity that reciprocally communicates sexual desire. [Problems: ?]

· A sexual activity is perverse iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that results in sexual activity that expresses or maintains love. [Problems: ?]
· A sexual activity is perverse iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that fosters intimacy. [Problems: ?]
· A sexual activity is perverse iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that leads to procreation. [Problems: ?]
· A sexual activity is perverse iff it is caused by a sexual inclination that distorts, blocks, or interferes with development that fulfills the desire for physical contact with another person’s body for the pleasure that contact produces. [Problems: ?]
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