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SEXUAL DESIRE *

HAT is sexual desire? In the recent philosophical litera-

ture on sex, there is very little discussion of this rather

important element in sexual behavior. Thomas Nagel
claims to develap “a specific psychalogical theory of sexual desire
and human sexual interactions,” * but in fact he never does provide
a theory or even any discussion of sexual desire as such. In present-
ing his primary example, the cocktail-lounge patrons Romeo and
Juliet, he takes “X regards ¥ with sexual desire” as the undefined,
unanalyzed, and undiscussed first state in a series of successive, in-
creasingly complex, mutunal perceptions of each other’s desire, desire
that the other desire, ete. (10/11), and he goes on to offer a specific
theory not of sexual desire but of some conditions for what he calls
a “full-fledged" and “complete” sexual relationship.

Robert C. Solomon correctly objects to Nagel's account as “sex-
uality without content” 2 and points out that Nagel’s Romeo and
Juliet “arouse each ather, but there is no indication to what end”
(336). On Solomon’s account, the end or goal of sexual desire is
“interpersonal communication” (338) in which, by “body language,”
we express various emotions, such as “tenderness and trust, domina-
tion and passivity . . ., possessiveness, mutual recognition, ‘being-
with', and conflict” (344).

* Earlier versions of this paper were presented to my own department on
Valentine's Day, Fehruary 14, 1977, ta that of Dartmouth College on September
30, 1977, and to the Society for Sex and Love at the APA meeting on December 28,
1977. I am indehted to participants at those meetings, plus Lawrence Shaffer,
John Troyer, and Thomas Nagel.

1 “Sexunal Perversion,” this JoURNAL, Lxv1, I (Jan. 16, 1969): B-17, p. 6; paren-
thetical page references to Nagel will be to this article.

2 “§exual Paradigms,” ibid., 1xxt, 11 (June 13, 1974): 336-345, p. 337; paren-
thetical page references to Solomon will be to this article.
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Janice Moulton,? in criticizing Solomon’s account, points out cor-
rectly that there is nothing particularly sexual about these emotions,
that they are often expressed nonsexually and even better expressed
nonsexually, and that “even if some attitudes and feelings {for ex-
ample, prurience, wantonness, lust) are best expressed sexually, it
would be questionable whether the primary aim of sexual activity
should be to express them” (544). We might also add that the de-
sire for “interpersonal communication™ via “body language™ hardly
seemns either necessary or sufficient for sexual desire, nor even widely
conjoined with it, although one might find this fact regrettable.
But Moulton does not provide an account of sexual desire either.

Quite recently, Alan H. Goldman, in an attempt to introduce a
maore robust sense of reality into these abstruse accounts, claims that
“sexual desire is desire for contact with another person’s body and
for the pleasure which such contact produces.” + But anyone who
has seen a parent and child warmly hugging or two old friends
enthusiastically shaking hands knows this is not a sufficient condi-
tion and will reject as highly implausible Goldman's suggestion
that either sex is at the bottom of such contact (269} or the physical
contact is not really desired for itself (270). Nor is it a necessary
condition, as voyeurism and exhibitionism show, If, with Goldman,
we say these cases involve abnormal or perverted sexual desire, we
still need to be told why they are called sexual desire ac all, and
Goldman fails to do that. Nor is the desire for contact with an
animal’s body necessarily abnormal sexual desire; it would be lu-
dicrous to accuse the myriad of those who have had the pleasure
of petting a cat of engaging in sexual abnormality.

These various accounts of sexual desire, though differing in de-
tail, present a common general formula, namely that sexual desire
is desire for something, let us say desire for sex, or, alternatively,
desire that one engage in something, let us say desire that one en-
gage in sexual activity. Let us call this the propositional theory of
sexual desire. We can express it this way. Taking our situation to
be a case in which a person § at some time ¢ sexually desires O, the
propositional theory holds the following:

At t, § sexually desirés O = p; At ¢, § desires that he or she
have sex with O

8 “Sexual Behavior,” ibid., txxin, 16 (Sept. 16, 1976): 537-546; parenthetical
page references to Moulton will be to this article.
4 “Plain Sex,” Philosophy and Public Affairs, v1, 3 (Fall 1977): 267-287, p. 268.
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To keep the theory general, we leave open what is to count as
“having sex.”

Alchough this theory has the merit of simplicity, unfortunately
it is false, Neither side of the purported equation entails the other.

(1) Desiring sex does not entail having sexual desire. A person
may desire that sex occur for any number of reasons without having
sexual desire. The person may desire sex because he or she believes
that it would be a valuahle experience, be good for the health or
the nerves, bring in some money, result in a desired pregnancy, be
required by duty or obligation, provide pleasure for the other, or
even induce sexual desire, without it heing the case that he or she
actually has sexual desire. Even where sex is desired just for the fun
or enjoyment or satisfaction it will produce, there may be no sexual
desire: if § is informed that sex with O will be a very enjoyable, §
may desire sex with O just for the fun of it without sexually desir-
ing O (who may be quite unknown to §). If we were to allow mean-
ing to talk of §'s desiring sex with O “intrinsically” or “for its own
sake,” it still would not follow that § sexually desires Q; § might
have been informed that sex with O would be *intrinsically” good
or good “for its own sake” and, therehy, come to desire sex with O
“intrinsically” or “for its own sake” without sexually desiring O.

(2) Nor does having sexual desire entail desiring sex. Suppose a
person sexually desires someone hut finds it unthinkable that he or
she actually have sex with that individual., Perhaps it is an adult
who sexually desires some child or close relative (or both). In some
such cases, there is a confiict of desire, ambivalence, repressions, etc.,
but surely there are cases in which there may be absolutely no real
desire that sex occur, no concetvable circumstances under which the
adult would have sex with the other, but, to the contrary, an un-
ambivalent desire that sex not occur and a total horror at the idea
of its occurring. Or could not a widow find herself thinking with
sexual desire of her late husband? She might well wish he were
alive so that she could have sex with him, but she knows he is dead
and therefore knows that sex with him is impossible. A person can-
not want what she believes to be impossible, although she may wish
for it. Therefore the widow cannot want to have sex with her hus-
band although she may still sexually desire him. Suppose a person
is extremely naive sexually, having had neither sexual experience
nor sex education, so that he or she has no concept of what sexual
behavior or sexual activity is. Such a person would be incapable of
forming the desire that a certain form of activity take place because
he ot she would have no notion of such activity. Yet it is not impossi-



178 THE JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

ble that such a person should have sexual desires. Many sheltered
adolescents are undoubtedly in such a situation.’ If it is dificult to
imagine such sexual innocence, consider 2 confirmed heterosexual
who suddenly and unaccountably finds himself or herself for the
first time sexually desiring someone of the same sex. Such a person
might have no idea of what sort of sexual activity would be appro-
priate and, therefore, would not even know what to desire.

In pointing out that sexual desire is not a case of desiring that,
I am saying that sexual desire as such has no necessary connection
with any goal, aim, or end in view. It does not consist in the
envisaging of some state of affairs toward which one has a positive
attitude. Of course, a sexually experienced person will often have
very specific things in mind, rather precise aims, goals, or ends,
some clearly envisioned outcome that is indeed desired. My point
is that such specific desires that certain states of affairs occur are
logically independent of sexual desire. Sexual desire does not entail
any desivings that, nor do any desirings that entail sexual desire.
They do often accompany each other. But, as is well known, there
is enaormous variety in the desirings that accompany sexual de-
sire; there are the various so-called “perverted” and “normal” de-
sires which vary so from culture to culture, the desires of the
comparatively mature and immature, the sane and insane, the
imaginative and unimaginative, poetic and prosaic, romantic and
unromantic, sexually passive and active, and so on. A person ex-
periencing sexual desire may, as in Eric Rohmer’s movie, desire only
to touch Claire's knee, or may have in mind a quite elaborate
scenario, or may simply be assailed with sexual desire and not a
glimmering of a desire that some state of affairs occur.

In this respect, sexual desire differs markedly from the standard
case of desire. Ordinarily, to desire something is necessarily to en-

6 Jean-Paul Sartre points this ottt in his remarks on sexual desire in Being and
N othingress, Hazel E. Barnes, trans. (New Yotrk: Washington Square Press, 1966),
p. 501:

Desire is not a desire of deoing. The “doing"” is after the event, is added on
ta the desire from outside and necessitates a period of apprenticeship; there
is an amoraus technique which has its own ends and means . . . Desire can
not posit its suppression as its supreme end nor single out for its ultimate
goal any particular act.

Sartre's emphasis here on doing reflects an aggressive or active sexuality which
has been typically associated with a masculine approach te sex, The more passive
the individual, the less likely it is that he or she will have a clear or even a
vagtte desire that specific events transpire, We need to add te Sartre’s claim that
desire is not a desire of doing that it is not a desire that something be done not,
in general a desire that something should occur.
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visage favorably some future state of affairs that is one's goal or aim;
so it makes sense to ask, of someone who expresses a desire, what
is it you desire? This is obviously true of desiving thet, It is a
strength of the propositional theory that its generalized version
also accounts for cases of desiring to. To desivre to be a doctor is
ta desire that one become a doctor. It also accounts for many cases
where “desire’” takes a direct object, as in desiring a new car; to
desire a new car is to desire that one should have a new car. But
sexual desire is the exception. Gne might try the view that when
§ sexually desires O, § desires to “have” O, that is, § desires that he
or she “have” O. But I think one can see that the ohjections we
raised earlier to the propositional theory would apply to this variant
as well.

Anthony Kenny ¢ in his account of desire proposes a generalized
version of the propasitional theory. He summarizes his position, as
follows:

Wanting X is always wanting to get X; and a description of geiting X
describes a state of affairs . . . An analysis of a report of a desire should
display the same structure as the analysis of a report of judgement
{206/7).

In elaborating this position, Kenny says:

We can, therefare, it seems, lay down some restrictions an possible
objects of desire. Where X is a tangible object we may say:

{1y For “I want X" to be intelligible at all as the expression of a
desire, the speaker must he ahle to answer the question “what counts
as getting X"

(2} For “I want X" to he a complete specification of a desire, the
speaker must be able ta answer the question “what do you want X
for?” (115)

How odd this all seems when applied to sexual desire. When § sex-
ually desires O, who in a typical case is a person and therefore
would be acknowledged by Kenny to be a tangible object, there is
a certain inappropriateness in asking § what counts as getting O and
what § wants O for. It is not merely indelicate for us to ask. § may
have no idea what counts as getting O, and anything we might sug-
gest to § might strike § as quite repugnant. As for what § wants O
for, the question might well be utterly incomprehensible to 8. 1
certainly would not want to he the person to raise these questions
with S, and §'s inability to answer them would hardly rule out O as
an object of desire. Quite the contrary, it would be evidence that

8 Action, Emotion and Will (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963); paren-
thetical page references to Kenny will be to this book.
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the desire was indeed sexual. Again, to avoid misunderstanding, let
me stress that, although sexually experienced people will often have
pretty definite ideas concerning what counts as getting X and what
they want to do with X, these plans are not essential to sexual desire.

It is not simply that Kenny failed to think of the case of sexual
desire when he put these restrictions on possible objects of desire,
In a footnote on the same page, he refers to “Faustus’ desire for
Helen” and claims Faustus “could answer the questions ‘what
counts as getting Helen?' and ‘what will you do with Helen when
you get her?',” adding that “in . .. case Faustus {is] unable to specify
what counts as ‘getting Helen’ his want will be ruled out by condi-
tion (1).” 7 Perhaps Faustus could answer these questions, for he had
sold his soul to the Devil for knowledge and power. But some, in
the grips of sexual desire, are not so clear ahout things; at any rate,
there seems to be no necessity for being so clear about such things,

If Kenny is right in taking desire to be necessarily propositional,
then one would have to conclude that sexual desire is not a species
of desire or not a case of desire in its standard or fundamental sense.
This is not so paradoxical as it may at first appear. After all, dry ice
(frozen CQ,) is not a kind of ice {frozen H;O). In fact, if sexual de-
sire were a kind of desire, it would be in contrast with other kinds
of desire, But there is no set of alternative terms that in natural
language occupy the place of ‘sexual’ in ‘sexual desire’. One might
introduce artificial expressions like ‘nutritional desire’ or ‘nutrien-
tal desire” or simply ‘food desire’ as analogues of ‘sexual desire’. The
most natura} construal of such expressions would be as “desire for
(say) food,” i.e., desire that one have or eat food. Since, as we have
seen, §'s sexual desire for O cannot be construed as a desire that,
sexual desire does not come close to paralleling our artificial con-
structiont, “food desire.” If sexual desire is not a species of desire to
be contrasted with x desire, y desirve, etc., it may be because it is
not a case of desire at all. But then what is it?

Progress in answering this question can be made by turning to an
important feature of sexual desire: that it is directed toward an ob-
ject. At ¢, § sexually desires O. Of course, there is such a thing as
undirected sexual tension, feeling “horny,” as it is called, an object-
less state which is related to sexual desire as anxiety is related to
worry. Being horny falls into the category of moods, such as being
depressed, happy, restless, or in a frivolous or gloomy mood.? But in

7 Ibid.,, p. 115, footnote. What Marlowe’s Faustus seemed to have in mind was
innocent enough: “Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss"

8 For a discussion of moods, cf. Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1949), ch. tv.
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our paradigm of sexual desire, and probably for sexual desire in
general, there is a particular object of desire. How are we to under-
stand this object?

Is the object of desire the cause of desirer A drawing or piece of
music might cause me to feel sexual desire without my desiring the
drawing or the music. An aphrodisiac may be the cause of desire
without being the object of desire, S0, being the cause of desire is
not a sufficient condition for being the ohject of desire. But is it a
necessary condition? Let us consider the following case. § is fooled
by a trompe Poeil painting into thinking that there is a very attrac-
tive person in the doorway, and $ reports desiring the person in the
doorway. If we allow that this is a case of sexual desire, then, since
the object of desire is nonexistent, the object cannot be the cause,
and, therefore, being the cause of desire is not even a necessary con-
dition of being the object of desire. But is S reporting truly or is §
mistaken? Does § feel sexual desire and, if so, for what? Not for the
painting, surely. This much can be said. So far as §'s subjective con-
dition is concerned, that is, §’s frame of mind or emotional state, it
is just what it would be if there had been in the doorway a real
person just like the person portrayed in the painting, But is this
really a case of sexual desire? I do not think our language makes it
clear whether we should say in such a case that it is or is not really
sexual desire. If it is not sexual desire, however, there is no non-
awkward alternative description for it either. We would have to
make up some expression, say, “illusional sexual desire,” to cover
such cases. Perhaps the best thing to say is that sexuval desire is
somewhat extensional,

A related question concerns whether the substitution of co-exten-
sive terms for the object of desire preserves truth, It would seem so.
If S desires O and O is identical with the person who just had cer-
tain secret thoughts, then necessarily § desires the person who had
certain secret thoughts. Oedipus unwittingly sexually desired his
mother. A person might unwittingly desire a dummy or a trans-
vestite. Of course, if we allow that chere is sexual desire in the case
of the frempe Poetl painting, then it may be true that § desires the
attractive person in the doorway but false that § desires the dowdy
person in the doorway, even though ‘‘the attractive person in the
daorway” and “the dowdy person in the doorway” will be co-exten-
sive terms by virtue of the fact that each has no extension at all, But
if we require that, for the feeling to be sexual desire, the object must
exist, then substitutability salve veritaie does obtain,

It is a further weakness of the propositional theory that it has



182 THE JQURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

difficulty accommodating this somewhat extensional feature of sex-
ual desire. Of course we can easily add to “At ¢, § desires that he or
she have sex with O a de re element, as follaws: “Ac ¢, § desires of
O that he or she have sex with 0.” And the awkwardness of desire
for nonexistents will properly reappear in this analysis. But the
substitutability of coextensive expressions does not obtain in the
analysis. It might well he false that Oedipus desired that he have
sex with his mother and it might well be false that the person who
(unwittingly) desired the dummy or the transvestite desired that he
or she have sex with the dummy or the transvestite. Desiring that
does not admit of substitutahility salya veritate.

This somewhat extensjonal feature is present in many sorts of
emotion. If § hates O and O is the person who had certain secret
thoughts, then § hates the person who had those thoughts, so sub-
stitutability does obtain. However, there is the same awkwardness
about nonexistent objects, If a person falsely helieves that someone
is plotting his rujn and says, sincerely, “I hate that person plotting
my ruin,” can that person be truly said to hate? The subjective state
is just what it would be if the belief were true, but there is no indi-
vidual who is the object of the subjective state. If we call this “de-
lusive hate,” then (true) hate will be not just somewhat extensional
but fully so and will admit of coextensional substitutability,

‘There are so many similarities between sexual desive and the emo-
tions that one might be inclined to think of sexual desire as an
emotion. Both are typically direcied toward an object. Both are
attitudes or ways of regarding an object; § can think of O with
sexual desire, or with anger, pity, envy, fear, or love. Both involve
feelings; one can feel a twinge of desire and one can burn with de-
sire, just as one can feel a twinge of pity or burn with anger. RBoth
can have bodily expressions; one’s heart can pound with desire or
with anger, and one's hands can tremble with either, Both can have
behavioral consequences; pity can lead, motivate, incline, or dispose
one to seek out another, and so can sexual desire. Furthermore, both
can he “agitations,” ® states or conditions that interfere with our
voluntatry, intentional, or deliberate behavior; we can be transfixed,
overcome, gripped, carried away, flustered, or distracted by desire
or by fear. Finally, both appear, at least to Kenny, to be necessarily
connected with desiring that. We have already seen his position on
desire. On emotions he says:

One emotion differs from another hecause of the different sort of

things it makes one want to do. Fear involves wanting to avoid ot

8 This term is used by Ryle {op. cit.) to pick out an important kind aof emotion.
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avert what is feared; anger is connected with the desire to punish or
take vengeance on its object . . . These connections are not contin-
gent: a man who was unaware of them would nat possess the concept
of the emotions in questian {100).

I would want to make the same point here that I made for desire.
There is no contradiction in saying that § feared O but wanted to
confront O or seek O out rather than avoid O. Such desires may be
unusual but they cannot be ruled out conceptually. Not everyone
who is angry desires to punish or take vengeance. One may grieve
for a dead ane without necessarily having any desires (althaugh one
might have wishes, e.g., that the person were alive again). Kenny’s
point does indeed apply to motives, such as greed, which involves
the desire to acquire, and malice, which involves the desire to do
harm, Emotions, however, are not motives; one would not say that
the murderer’s motive was anger.

Despite the similarities between sexual desire and emotions, there
are important differences, Emotions are tied to our rationality in a
way that sexual desire is not. One can always ask what a person’s
teason was for feeling some emotion. One’s reason for pitying O
might be that O has lost his or her job and one's reason for fearing
O might be that O has made threats. Sometimes we hate or fear
without reason. In such cases our hatred or fear is unreasonable. In
other cases it is unreasonable hecause our reason is 2 bad one. Be.
cause of this connection with reasons, emotions can be reasonahle
or unreasonable, well-founded or ill-founded, appropriate or inap-
propriate, justified or unjustified. We say, “There is no reason for
you to fear him” or “Your pity is misplaced; feel sorry for §, not for
Q.,"” or “His grief was more than the situation warranted; he hardly
knew him.” But sexual desire does not admit of such evaluations.
If § sexually desires Q, it makes no sense to ask for §'s reasons for
sexually desiring O, and it makes no sense to judge §’s desire as
reasonable or unreasonahle, well or ill-founded, justified or unjusti-
fied. We might not understand what § sees in O, we might not share
§'s taste in these matters, we might think S is doomed to frustration,
we might even think that §’s desire is neurotic, sick, or self-destruc-
tive, but we cannot say that S has bad reasons or even that § has no
reason for desiring O.

There is another important difference between sexual desire and
emotions, which will lead us back to the idea that sexual desire
is, after all, a case of desire (although not a case of desiring that)
and explain why it is called sexual desire. The idea of desiring some-
thing is necessarily connected with the idea of satisfaction. This con-
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ceptual connection is clearly present in the case of sexual desire.
Sometimes sexual desire just goes away, but sometimes it gets satis-
fied, and sometimes it gets frustrated or remains unsatisfied. This tie
is not present in the case of emotion; there is no such thing as satis-
fying one’s grief, anger, or pity, nor are these emotions doomed to
frustration either,

In this respect, sexual desire is like the feelings of longing, crav-
ing, yearning, pining, hungering, and thirsting, Unlike emotions,
these are connected with the idea of satisfaction. However, like emo-
tions, they have a strong introspectable component of sensation (“He
wanted it so much he could taste it”). Nevertheless, these feelings
differ from sexual desire; they are amenable to the prepositional
theory; to have a longing for the old homestead is to have a longing
that one be there.

Sexual desire is like desiving that in its tie to satisfaction or frus-
tration. But the idea of satisfaction is to be distinguished from the
ideas of attaining, getting, fulfilling, or realizing. The latter ideas,
in suggesting some pre-envisaged state which is to be attained, got,
fulfilled, or realized, are thus appropriate to desiring that but are
not appropriate to sexual desire. One can attain, get, fulfill, or re-
alize one’s desires (that) but one can only satisfy one’s sexual desires.
Kenny, in claiming that the desirer must have some idea of what
counts as getting what he desires is right about desiring that but
wrong ahout sexual desire. At the time of sexual desire, § may have
no particular pre-envisaged idea of what getting O will consist of.

But, one will ask, if there is no goal, how can there be satisfaction
or lack of satisfaction? Here one may resort to metaphor, speaking
of “blind desire” to emphasize the lack of a pre-envisioned goal, or
of sexual desire as a “drive” to emphasize the way we are pushed
or carried toward the satisfaction, rather than motivated by our
picture of what form the satisfaction will take. There is satisfaction
of desire, but the desire is not for the particular state that will con-
stitute satisfaction nor is it, of course, a desire merely for satisfac-
tion. It is for this reason that there is often a sense of novelty which
characterizes sexual behavior even where one knows pretty well how
it will end; the particular way in which sexual desire will be satis-
fied may he entirely predictable, but it is not spelled in the desire
itself how it should be satisfied. The novelty is logical, so to speak;
the form of the satisfaction is not contained in the context and
nature of the desire itself. And, for the sexually inexperienced, it
may indeed be a complete surprise.

One is tempted to say that in sexual desire the specifics of how the
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desire is to be satisfied must be there from the beginning, perhaps
in unconscious form. On this view, if and when I am satisfied, then
I discover what I was looking for 21l along, what I had wanted from
the beginning. But why should one have to bring in unconscicus
desire? To succumb to this way of chinking is to fall back into the
mistake of thinking that sexual desire is desiving that, and, if it is
not conscious, it must be unconscious. The fact is that there may be
na desired outcome, not even an unconsciously desired outcome,
which is necessarily present in sexual desire. As things unfold after
sexual desire rears its head, what we have is satisfaction or frustra-
tion without prior determination of any specific satisfaction state.
This is not so weird. It is often the case that we search for satisfac-
tion and finally find it in a particular form without its being the
case that what we found was what we were really searching for
all along.

Of course, there is some specification after all. It lies in the fact
that it is O who is desired by §. S sees O as the source of the satis-
faction. But the particular form the satisfaction will take if it occurs
is not entailed by the fact of desire nor contained in the nature of
the sexual desire.

If we have accounted for what makes sexual desire a case of de-
sire, we have still to account for what makes it sexuel. Obviously it
cannot be the nature of the object. When § sexually desires O, O
may he of any sex or age, living or dead, human or animal. Perhaps
O must be a spatiotemporal particular, perhaps even animal rather
than vegetable or mineral, but such restrictions may reflect my own
lack of experience or imagination. The most tempting theory of
what makes it sexual is a kind of James-Lange account in which
desire is sexual hecause it is accompanied by certain bodily events
ot bodily sensations in various areas of the hody which are called
“sexual,” and these areas are called *“sexual™ because they are the
areas that distinguish the two sexes, male and female, from each
other (mainly the genital areas). Unfortunately, this theory is objec-
tionable for the same sort of reason that makes it an objectionable
account of emotions; people who have suffered loss of relevant parts
ot sensations of those parts still continue to have the correlated
emotions. In the case of sexual desire, male paraplegics, who have
become paralyzed and unfeeling from the trunk down, seem still to
have sexual desire.1?

10 “Paraplegics who were incapable of receiving genito-pelvic signals did con-
tinue to experience erotic dreams, daydreams and plans . . . In a psycholegical
evaluation of impotent male paraplegics [it was] found that chere was little
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But these bodily phenomena do come in to the story in an essen-
tial way. If what is definitory of sexual desire is the prospect of
satisfaction or frustration, then what is definitory of sexual desire
is sexual satisfaction or frustration. And what makes satisfaction or
frustration sexual? It is what desire often leads to, and what satis-
faction or frustration follows, namely, sexual arousal, sexual excite-
ment, “turning on.” Sexual arousal is a distinctive state, not to be
identified with sexual desire. There can be arousal without sexual
desire; fantasy, pictures or music, or physical stimulation may pro-
duce arousal without there being sexual desire directed a:r some
object. It is, perhaps, uncommon for there to he sexual desire with-
out some degree of arousal, but in cases where desire is incipient
or lacking in intensity, there may be desire without arousal It is
with arcusal that bodily phenomena come into the picture, for
sexual arousal is a state of the body in which the sexual areas, the
parts of the body that distinguish the sexes, undergo certain typical
changes and the subject has typical sensations which are the aware-
ness of these events. These bodily events are just heginning to be
studied in detail,'* but we have long known of the sensations that
are correlated wich them, as well as some of the more obvious
bodily events, such as erection and lubrication. They are centered
in the genital area and radiate out from them. Certain subsequent
bodily events and the sensations that are the awareness of them
often follow arousal; these subsequent events constitute the safis-
faction or fulfillment of desire. Qften satisfaction consists in orgasm
and the sensations involved in it, and there is a felt sense of the
resolution of the earlier stages in the later ones. But this sense of
resolution which is the mark of satisfaction may be accomplished
in other ways than orgasm. For example, the awareness of the
orgasm of the other, holding or heing held, or, in more pathologi-
cal cases, the exhibition of one’s naked hody ar the infliction of
vialence may be the culmination of sexual arousal in which the
satisfaction or fulfillment of sexual desire consists. What makes the
touching of Claire’s knee the sexual satisfaction of sexual desire is
the occurrence of the intervening sexual excitement and the sense
of resolution of that excitement in which satisfaction consists.
Otherwise, it would be merely the desire to touch her knee and the

cessation of sexual drives, alchough the sources of satisfaction often underwent
considerable change.” Lawrence Kaplan, et al., Comprehensive Follow-up Study
of Spinal Cord Disfunction (New York: Nyt Medical Center, 1966), p. 101.

11 Cf. William H. Magters and Virginia E. Johnson, Human Sexual Response
{Boston: Little, Brown, 1966).
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eventual fulfillment of that desire. What makes desire and satisfac-
tion sexual is the intervening state of sexual arousal, which is di-
rectly sexnal in that it involves the sexual parts, viz., the genital
areas.

Let us now proceed to give our account of sexual desire. Sexnal
desire is a state of a subject which is directed toward an object but
does not necessarily involve any desiring that concerning the object
and which is such that, if it is followed by sexual arousal, then
certain subsequent events will be felt as constituting the satisfaction
or frustration of that original state, On this account it is not neces
sary that the original state (viz., sexual desire) actually lead to sex-
ual arousal, but it is necessary that, if it does lead to sexual arousal,
then succeeding events will count as the satisfaction or frustration
of that original state.

Sexual desire is often classified with hunger and thirst, as a bhodily
desire, drive, or appetite, although it differs from them in that its
satisfaction is not necessary to keep the body alive or even healthy.
It is instructive to note how sexual desire compares with hunger.
Hunger, like sexual desire, has no simple relation to desiring that.
It is obvious one can desire to eat without being hungry. But, since
hunger is so often accompanied by the desire to eat, it is not so
obvious that one can be hungry without desiring to eat. S§eill,
it is the case. If people were not assailed with hunger until, say,
puberty and at that time knew little about eating, if hunger could
be satisfied in lots of ways besides eating (say, by touching food,
gazing at it, whipping it, exhibiting oneself before it, or, more
realistically, by injecting it), if most of the edible ohjects around
us had strong taboos attached to eating them, then it would be
easier to see how there could be hunger without the desire to eat.
Like sexnal desire, hunger is necessarily connected with the idea of
satisfaction, and we quickly become experienced in the relatively
limited ways (primarily, eating) of achieving that satisfaction,
Hence where there is hunger there is usually also the desire to eat.

Hunger, however, is more like horniness than sexual desire; it is
typically not directed at a particular object. It is either objectless
{one is just hungry) or directed toward a class of objects, any
one of which will do, e.g., a (any) thick, juicy steak. It is more like
§'s desiring a2 man (or a woman) but not any particular one, rather
than §’s desiring O. Of course, one can want that piece of pie, but,
if no other will do, it would seem to be more (or less) than just a
case of hunger. If life were like a cafeteria and we wandered around
surrounded by edible portions of food, each rather different from
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the others, perhaps hunger, like sexual desire, would be more apt
to focus on particular objects. Mencken said that love is the illusion
that one woman differs from another; childhood might be said to
be the illusion that one piece of cake differs from another.

In a typical case of hunger, the body is in a specific state of dep-
rivation, and also there are familiar sensations. which are usually
associated with that state. However, it is clear that there can be
deprivation without sensation, and sensation without deprivation.
We could mark this distinction as the difference between being
hungry and feeling hungry, although this would probably consti-
tute a refinement of our present language. But such a distinction
makes no sense at all for sexual desire. For § to sexually desire O
is for 8 to feel sexual desire for O. Furthermore the term ‘feel’ here
is less like a sensation word and more like an emotion word, as in
“feeling glad for O or “feeling pity for O." Of course, there often
are sensations that accompany sexual desire, but, as we have seen,
they are the sensations of sexual arousal, a state distinguishable
from sexual desire,

Sexual arousal has its counterpart in hunger. The haodily mech-
anisms involved in eating go through a preparatory phase, as in
salivating, and there are sensations of those processes. We do not
make a sharp distinction in the case of hunger between the sensa-
tions associated with the bodily state of deprivation and the sensa-
tions associated with the bodily processes of preparing to eat, be-
cause we are dealing with processes and sensations that are fairly
continuous; we just as well say, “That makes me (feel) hungry,”
when we look at a picture of food chat starts our juice flowing. But
we do need to make such a distinction in the case of sexual desire,
because sexual desire and sexual arousal are quite different soris
of phenomena. The former consists in an atticude toward an ob-
ject, and the latter consists in identifiable, locatable physiological
processes and the sensations concomitant with them. I have claimed
that it is the special features of the arousal stage which serve to
define sexual desire as sexual, even though they may not be present
in every case of sexual desire. But in the case of hunger, the sensa-
tions in the deprivation state or in the preparatory-to-eating state
are each sufficient for hunger.

Finally, hunger is, like sexual desire, necessarily connected not
with the ideas of getting, attaining, fulfilling, or realizing one's
hunger but with the allied idea of satisfying one’s hunger. Again,
it is not spelled our in the hunger precisely what particular object
will satisfy the hunger {not even in the case of hungering for a food
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of a certain sort). Nor is it plausible to claim in every case of satis-
faction that all along there was the (perhaps unconscious) desire
for that particular object which gave satisfaction. The form the
satisfaction takes may be a complete surprise and yet still be the
satisfaction of that original hunger. But there is one important
difference hetween hunger and sexual desire here, although it is a
purely contingent difference between them. As things are, the satis-
faction of one’s hunger requires transforming the object that pro-
vides the satisfaction in such a way that one cannot use the same
object again for that purpose. “One cannot have one’s cake and eat
it too,” is a (contingent) truth. Sexual desire is not like that, Ordi-
narily when 8’s desire for O is satisfied, O is not so transformed that
$ could not satisfy a new desire for O. But it is easy enough to
imagine a world in which these different situations for hunger and
sexual desire were reversed, where one and the same ohject could
repeatedly satisfy one’s hungers but could not repeatedly satisfy
one’s sexual desires. It is not so easy to decide whether such a world
would be a better world. I leave that to the reader.
JEROME A. SHAFFER

University of Connecticut

SEX AND SEXUAL PERVERSION

ARA RUDDICK has suggested, what seems probable, that in-
trinsic to the notion of perversion is that of unnatutalness.t

That and only that sexual activity which is unnatural is per-
verted, There are, of course, difficulties with the notion of natural-

ness itself. ‘Natural’ may be used synonomously with ‘vsual’ or
‘ordinary’, in which case perversion would appear to be entirely
culturally relative. (We should have, perhaps, to except such things
as adultery, which seem to be common to virtually all human soci-
eties.) On the other hand, ‘natural’ may be used to describe par-
ticilar activities as the outcomes of naturally occurring processes.
Ignoring the circularity in this, such a definition would have as a
consequence that all perversions are natural, since the fetishes of
the coprophiliac are as much the outcome of his natural desires and
propensities as thase of the “normal” heterosexual. Even if it were
argued that there has been some sort of breakdown in the control
mechanisms governing the behavior of the coprophiliac, still that

1On Sexual Morality,” in James Rachels, ed., Moral Problems, 2nd ed. (New

York: Harper & Row, 1975), pp. 23/4. See also Thomas Nagel, “Sexual Perver-
sion,” this Journar, Lxvi, 1 (Jan. 16, 1969): 5-17, pp. 15-17.



