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Alan Soble
lover the loved one is always the most beaufiM thing imagin
able, even though to a stranger she may be indistinguishable from an
order of smelts
Actually, the prettiest [women] are almost always
the most boring, and that is why some people feel there is no God.
WOODY ALLEN, Without Feathers
To the

.

I.
Not fr beneath our laughter at Allen’s cute and mildly sexist joke lurks a
haunting sense of the tragic irrationality of love: a person x, head over heels in
love with another person y, sees only beauty and goodness in y, ignoring all the
plain evidence that y is a selfish, unfaithftil manipulator; x, under the spell of
his passion for y, sells his treasured thoroughbred horse in order to keep y’s book
and record collection up to date; x, wanting to bind the two of them together
forever, shamelessly spills his guts to y, revealing all his secret hopes and fears,
about which y could not care less. No, there is no Cod. Or if there is, it is the
god Love, who (as Hesiod wrote long ago) damages the mind.

FOR THE REST, What we ordi
narily call friends and friendships are noth
ing but acquaintanceships and
familiarities formed by some chance or conv
enience, by means of which our
souls are bound to each other. In the friendshi
p I speak of, our souls mingle and
blend with each other so completely that they
efface the seam that joined them,
and cannot find it again. If you press me to
tell why I loved him, I feel that this
cannot be expressed, except by answering: Beca
use it was he, because it was I.’
Beyond all my understanding, beyond what
I can say about this in particu
lar, there was I know not what inexplicab]e
and fatefril force that was the
mediator of this union. We sought each other
before we met because of the
reports we heard of each other, which had
more effect on our affection than
such reports would reasonably have; I think it was
by some ordinance from
heaven. We embraced each other by our nam
es. And at our first meeting,
which by chance came at a great feast and
gathering in the city, we found
ourselves so taken with each other, so well acqu
ainted, so bound together, that
from that lime on nothing was so close to
us as each other. He wrote an
excellent Latin satire, which is published, in whic
h he excuses and explains the
precipitancy of our mutual understanding, so
promptly grown to its perfection.
This excerpt from Montaigne’s essay “Of Friend
Morflaigne, translated by Donald M. Frame, with ship” is reprinted from ThcQam1cte_Ezsas_oL_
the pennission oIthe publishers, Stanford Univenit
Press. CAij,ydght C iq8 by the Board of liustees of
added by A. S.) Monhigne (1533—92) was an essayisthe Letand Stanford Junior University. (Footnotes
t and philosopher, the author of the treatise on
skepticism Apologie de Raimond Sebond.
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Having so little time to last, and having begun so late, for we were hoth grown
men, and he a few years older than I, it could not lose lime and conform to the
pattern of mild and regular friendships, which need so many precautions in the
form of long preliminary association. Our friendship has no other model than
itself, and can be compared only with itself. It is not one special consideration,
nor two, nor three, nor four, nor a thousand; it is I know not what quintessence
of all this mixture, which, having seized my whole will, led it to plunge and
lose itself in his; which, having seized his whole will, led it to plunge and lose
itself in mine, with equal hunger, equal rivalry. I say lose, in truth, for neither
of us reserved anything for himself, nor was anything either his or mine.
S
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demanded conflicting services of you, how would you arrange il? If one
confided to your silence a thing that would be useful for the other to know, how
would you extricate yourself? A single dominant friendship dissolves all other
obligations. The secret I have sworn to reveal to no other man, I can impart
without perjury to the one who is not another man: he is myself. It is a great
enough miracle to be doubled, and those who talk of tripling themselves do not
realize the loftiness of the thing: nothing is extreme that can be matched. And
he who supposes that of two men I love one just as much as the other, and that
they love each other and me just as much as I love them, multiplies into a
fraternity the most singular and unified of all things, of which even a single one
is the rarest thing in the world to find.
.

.

If, in the friendship I speak of, one could give to the other, it would be the one
who received the benefit who would oblige his friend. For, each of them
seeking above all things to benefit the other, the one who provides the matter
and the occasion is the liberal one, giving his friend the satisfaction of doing for
him what he most wants to do. When the philosopher Diogenes was short of
money, he used to say that he asked it back of his friends, not that he asked for it.
And to show how this works in practice, I will tell you an ancient example that
is singular.
Eudamidas of Corinth had two friends, Charixenus, a Sicyonian, and
Aretheus, a Corinthian. When he came to die, he being poor and his two
friends rich, he made his will thus: “I leave this to Aretheus, to feed my mother
and support her in her old age; this to Charixenus, to see my daughter married
and give her the biggest dowry he can; and in case one of them should chance to
die, I substitute rhe survivor in his place.” Those who first saw this will laughed
at it, but his heirs, having been informed of it, accepted it with singular
satisfaction. And when one of them, Charixenus, died five days later, and the
place of substitute was opened to Aretheus, he supported the mother with great
care, and of five talents he had in his estate, he gave two and a half to his only
daughter for her marriage, and two and a half for the marriage of the daughter
of Eudamidas, holding their weddings on the same day.
This example is quite complete except for one circumstance, which is the
plurality of friends. For this perfect friendship I speak of is indivisible:’ each one
gives himself so wholly to his friend that he has nothing left to distribute
elsewhere; on the contrary, he is sony that he is not double, triple, or quadruple,
and that he has not several souls and several wills, to confer them allan this one
object. Common friendships can be divided up: one may love in one man his
beauty, in another his easygoing ways, in another liberality, in one paternal
love, in another brotherly love, and so forth; but this friendship that possesses
the soul and rules it with absolute sovereignty cannot possibly be double. If two
called for help at the same time, which one would you run to? If they

NOTES
L.

a.

;.

Montaigue is speaking about his friendship with Etienne de U Boetie.
Compare with, for example, W Newton-Smith’s claim that there is nothing about love
that makes multiple loves conceptually impossible (“A Conceptual Investigation of
Love,” p. zi6, above).
I wonder if Monthigne had specifically Aristotle in mind here, for even though Aristotle
agrees that perfect friendships are rare (see Nicomachean Ethics t i56ba3, I 171319—
20), on the grounds that virtuous men are few and far between, Aristotle also claims that
multiple perfect friendships are possible (i 171a4—g). All the friends live together, on the
model of a tiny city-state (Montaigne’s fraternity?).
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ISN’T LOVE FUN?

ext time, I’m listening to my friends. At py the whole thirig was. On the other hand, your
least that’s what I told myself when a wor friend may harbour a nice healthy resentment for
risome past relationship ended. See, my you that is, if she’s still speaking to you espe
friends thought the guy was wrong for me. I was cially if the believes that your disapproval was the
convinced they just couldn’t see his fntabulous reason for the break-up.
I’ve discovered iCs best to keep your honest
ness or how truly special our relationship was.
to yourself when it comes to friends’ rela
opinions
you’ve
there.
been
Cmon,
We did eventually break up, but only after a lot tionships. As did that same friend who had hated
of pain and heartache. I probably could have soft Sally for telling her the truth; she was actually
ened the blow a bit if I’d taken my friends’ opinions quite diplomatic when Sally was having troubles in
own relationship. “She was there for me when
to heart. Next time, I vowed. Luckily, the “next”
relationship has turned out to be a keeper and my I left him but the never let on that she couldn’t
friends are all on board, so I haven’t had to follow stand him,” she tells me. “She was a bigger person
than me in that way.”
through on it. Truth is, I’m not even sure I could,
Part of her wonders, though, whether or not the
anyone really want advice when drooling
have gotten out before things got really bad
might
is
love
ly bUssed out in love? After all, as they soy,
blind while you’re chugging along with blinders if her friend had been more truthful and direct. “I
on, things that are screamingly obvious to your wouldn’t have felt so isolated and alone,” Sally
friends don’t even cause a blip on your radar. Like says. Not that she necessarily would have left, even
the ftict that the guy is a complete and utier lying if her friend flat our told her to. She simply wasn’t
ready.
jerk.
Of course, after they split up, friends started
‘When I finally left my abusive ex-husband, my
admitting
things like, “I never could figure out
either
us
a
if
of
girlfriend and 1 made pact that
thought the other was in bad relationship, we what you were doing with him.” Which can be
would tell the person,’ my friend, we’ll call her infuriating. But as much as we’d like to think it’s
Sally, tells me the other day over lunch. “Well, best to be honest with, rather than coddle our
now the’s seeing this guy who lies and is basically friends, people do what they want and it’s better to
not a nice person. But when I told her what I be there for a friend even if you’re not completely
behind what she is doing. At least then, your
thought, she ended up hating me for it.”
S..
friendship will still be intact if, and hopefully
Why is it so hard to listen to our friends when. when, the bad relationship falls apart.
Still, it’s particularly hard to watch people make
we’re in love? “I’m stubborn and I don’t like to
admit when I’m wrong or am making bad relation the same kind of mistakes you’ve made yourself.
ship choices,” offers another friend, Julie, who con This happened recently with a dear friend
tinued to convince herself that some guy was per aspect olher relationship were red flags to me, sig
fect for her even after he stand seeing someone ruling problems I’d had in a past relationship that
ended very badly.
else.
She accused mc of projecting my own relation
Even if we’re self-aware enough to know we’re
ship
history onto her current situation. She was
making mistakes, she adds, we hate to hear it from
someone else. “1 think thatW why we get defen probably partly right. I, of course, thought the was
sive,” Julie says. “We often know we’re being foal in denial and was offended that she wasn’t open to
ish, bat we need our friends to say, ‘yeah, you are,: learning from my own experience.
Ultimately, things worked out for her and I had
but it’ll all mm out okay, no matter what happens
admit I was wrong...well, mrtly. But worse
to
with the relationship.”’ In other words, we want
than being, um, sort o( wrong, is this struggle to
our friends to lie?
Not exactly. But when friends soy negative get our friendship back to where we were pmthings like, “Well, I hope you know what you’re showdown.
doing,” or “You said this the last time about that It’s hard not to share your opinions, though, espe
other guy,” it can feel like we’re being scolded by cially if you feel like you’ve finally figured out what
people who are supposed to be our peers, not our it takes to have a healthy relationship. Naturally
you want the same for your friends and believe
superiors.
So we’re forced to sit back and watch our friends they just need to follow your lead. You become like
screw up their lives. And it’s painful. It’s 6r more the Jimmy Swaggan of relationships.
That’s not to say you shouldn’t be supportive
tempting to try to save them.
But chances are, if you do, you’ll just end up and available for consultation or advice. Just be
with two bad relationships: The one between you careful and remember that your friends are not
and your friend, and the one between your friend you. While you want to protect them from the
and her squeeze, to whom she’s now clinging, more pain and heartaches you’ve suffered, every rela
tionship is different. What didn’t work for you,
determined to prove you wrong.
might work for them. Besides, even if they do make
Isn’t love fun?
S.,
mistakes or seemingly stupid choices, you can’t
If you’re lucky, she’ll eventually leave the rela really save anyone. And you’ll lose far more in the
rionship and you can commiserate about how crap- process.
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Variations on the Word Sleep ----Margaret Atwood
I would like to watch you sleeping,
which may not happen.
I would like to watch you,
sleeping. I would like to sleep
with you, to enter
your sleep as its smooth dark wave
slides over my head
and walk with you through that lucent
wavering forest of bluegreen leaves
with its watery sun & three moons
towards the cave where you must descend,
towards your worst fear
I would like to give you the silver
branch, the small white flower, the one
vord that will protect you
from the grief at the center
of your dream, from the grief
at the center. I would like to follow
you up the long stairway
again & become
the boat that would row you back
carefully, a flame
in two cupped hands
to where your body lies
beside me, and you enter
it as easily as breathing in
I would like to be the air
that inhabits you for a moment
only. I would like to be that unnoticed
& that necessary.
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lexa is 15 now, but she first
heard about it when she was
10. She remembers think
ing. “Ewww.” Disgusting.
The next time the subject came
up she was 13, an eighth grader at
an affluent private school in Toron
to, maldng out with her boyfriend
in his bedroom. He asked if she was
willing.
“He told me, ‘You don’t have to if
you don’t want to. It’s up to you.’
But I really liked him and this was
my first, like, obsessive thing with a
guy.” He was a year older, 14. “I
wanted to impress him. And we’d
been hooking up for so long. Two
months or something. I thought
about it for about three seconds.
I’m like, okqy, it’s my decision. [felt
mature, like 1 made up my own
mind. Obviously I was ready. But I
don’t even know if I was.”
“It” is oral sex, and Alexa is hardly
the only young girl who thinks
she’s ready for it (all minors’ names
have been changed). According to
statistical evidence, as well as re
ports from social workers, educat
ors and the girls themselves, oral
sex is now a fact of life in middleschool culture.
And it’s no longer the domain of
the class “bad girl.” Girls like Alexa
who are experimenting sexually
can hall from housing projects and
tony suburbs, and attend schools
public and private. In some circles,
the act is even de rigueur, an ad
mission ticket to the cool cliques of
star athletes or honour students.
‘Fooling around” and “hookups”
teims kids use to describe every
thing from kissing to groping, mu
tual masturbation to oral sex
happen isthen couples are alone,
and when they’re in peer groups.
They happen at school, in stair
wells, in bathrooms between third
and fourth period, and in the play
ground at recess. They happen in
parks, on class trips and in cabins
at camp. They happen at home and
at after-school or weekend parties,
whether or not parents are out.
The phenomenon made news in
Canada in December, when Cass
Rhynes, a 19-year-old baseball star
from Cornwall, PEt, was sentenced
to 45 day’s injail for inciting oral sex
from two girls aged 12 and 13. Mr.
Rhynes, who was one of four teen
aged boys involved in the incident
a year ago, claims he’d thought the
girls were two years older (14 is the
age of consent in Canada). The girls
themselves testified that they had
arranged the casual sexual trysts,
often via the Internet, and willingly
—

—
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participated. They characterized
the episodes as “no big deal.” The
court saw otherwise. Mr. Rhynes is
appealing the sentence.
The case shocked many Cana
dians who harboured illusions that
12- and 13-year-old girls’ sexuality
was limited to fixating on the gyra
tions of the latest pop idol. Even
Mr. Rhynes seemed bewildered, in
an interview after his conviction,
that girLs that age would know what
oral sex means, much less want to
take part in ft. “Obviously some
thing’s changed,” he said. Some
thing’s gone wrong somewhere.”
The oral-sex trend, however, is
not a temporary blip on the radar of
adolescent sexuality. It signals a sea
change in the way girls view them
selves, and sends a wake-up call
about the state of our hypersexual
ized culture.
Physiologically, girls seem to be
hitting puberty earlier than ever,
But developing breasts is one thing,
and sexual and emotional maturity
is quite another. What does it mean
when 12-year-old girls are servic
ing boys on a lark? How do such
hollow early experiences affect a
girl’s sex life and self-esteem, in a
Sex and the City culture that tele
graphs that all a girl needs to feel
better in the morning is a pair of
Manolos?
This turn among pubescent girls
first came to light in 1999 in the
United States. After president Bill
Clinton drew his famous distinc
tion between “sexual relations”
and oral sex, U.S. media began to
discover that middle-schoolers
mirrored his opinion.
While there are no hard data to
confirm the increase in oral sex,
late last year Health Canada pub
lished the best evidence available
a state-of-thein this country
union survey of about 11,000 stud
ents in Grades 7, 9 and 11 entitled
“Canadian Youth, Sexual Health
and HW/MDS.”
The study was the first in more
than a decade to examine adoles
cent sexual trends in Canada. How
deliberately
researchers
ever,
avoided asking Grade 7 students
about intercourse or oral sex, for
fear that controversy-averse school
boards would have refused to par
ticipate, says researcher William
Boyce, a member of the faculty of
education at Queen’s University in
Kingston.
What the study did find is that in
Grade 7, 35 per cent of girls and 46
per cent of boys said they had
kissed”
(open-mouth)
“deep
(“French” kissed); 34 per cent of
—
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girls and 46 per cent of boys said
they had engaged in sexual touch
ing above the waist; and 23 per cent
of girls and 33 per cent of boys said
they had engaged in sexual touch
ing below the waist.
Students had the option of vol
unteering further specifics. One
per cent of the Grade 7 girls who
responded were willing to divulge
that they had engaged in oral sex.
But by Grade 9, it was one-third of
all students.
“That jump didn’t happen after
they went to high school,” Mr.
Boyce says. “Some of it did, but
some of it also happened in Grade
8, which frankly is the age that we
are really suspecting a lot of this
stuff is going on between kids.”
Pinpointing where pubescent
sexual mores began to change is
trickier than wending a path
through a teenager’s clothesstrewn bedroom. It’s not news that
sexual stimulus abounds in today’s
media. Gone are the days when a
boy might have sneaked his dad’s
tattered copyof Playboy; today, un
deiwear ads in Good Housekeep
ing are nearly as explicit, and much
raunchier stuff appears on music
videos and the Internet But kids
today are also often the targets of a
massive sexual sell.
If teenagers were a creation of
the 1950s, “tweens”
the eight
to-14-year-olds weaned on the
Spice Girls, Clueless, Missy Elliot
and The O.C.—areaproduct of the
new millennium. Never before has
a group so young commanded
suchpowerful market attention. An
army of mini-me celebrities gaze
out from the covers of publications
such as Teen People, Teen Vogue.
Cosmo Girl and Elle Girl, plugging
junior-branded
merchandise,
movies and TV shows. ft’s fuelled
an explosion of retail lines and out
lets that cater to the legions that
want to emulate them.
Products that used to be desig
nated adults-only are now being
peddled to kids, with not-so-subtie
sexual connotations: tween-target
ed cosmetics, courtesy of minibranding giants the Olsen twins;
paraphernalia with “Porn Star” and
Playboy-bunny logos, sold in the
juniors section at department
stores; and even kid-branded lin
gerie. American retailer Abercrom
bie & Fitch introduced thong un
denvear to its Abercrombie Kids
line last year, featuring phrases
such as “Kiss Me,” “Wink Wink”
and “Eye Candy.”
These products have helped
create a generation of pseudo-so
phisticated girls, advanced about
—
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sex but ignorant of its meaning and
consequences. Kids inhale an at
mosphere in which sex is a com
modity to exchange for status,
while overworked parents and
school systems are often less than
available to help kids interpret the
messages they are receiving.
Of course, adolescents have al
ways “fooled around,” and they
have always had an eye for sex ap
peal. If a fast-forward culture is
making it happen a year or two
younger, perhaps that’s no reason
to panic. But pretending it isn’t true
is increasingly not an option.
Kate is a stunning olive-skinned
brunette, now in Grade 11 at a To
ronto alternative school. On the
day of our interview, she is wearing
a Juicy Couture-style black sweatsuit, slung low on her hips to show
off a flat midriff a Ia J.Lo. In her
characteristic teenage drone, she
explains that starting in Grade 7,
about 15 boys and girls from her
small, mixed-gender private school
would gather every weekend, with
no parents around.
Typically, all the kids would be
watching a movie when couples
would break off from the main
crowd and disappear into another
room. Other times, they wouldn’t
be so discreet. On one occasion,
she remembers sitting only a few
feet away from a girl who was per
forming oral sex on a boy when an
other girl approached them. “Wow,
I can’t believe you’re doing that,”
Kate remembers the newcomer
saying. “Do you want me to hold
your hair back?”
At the time, she says, it did not
seem particularly out of the ordjn
ary. “I just didn’t think anything of
it.,’
Her attitude toward doing the
deed was equally laissez-faire. One
day in Grade 8, at a house where
some friends were gathered after
school, she was alone in a bedroom
with a classmat she had known
since Grade 5. He wasn’t her boy
friend, but when her then best
friend joined the conversation, the
boyaskedthe two girls.to kiss. After
they compiled, he requested orai
sex. “We were like, ‘Okay,’ she
says.
The threesome took place in a
separate room from the main par
ty, but the teens were hardly se
questered away. “People were
waljdng in and out of the room,”
she says. “But it didn’t even matter,
Nobody cared.”
Because her school was so small,
Kate says that at some point, every
one in her grade had “hooked up”
with everyone else. “By the end of
“.

-

Grade 8,” she says, people were do
ing “pretty much everything” ex
cept intercourse.
Sally O’Neill, a Toronto-based
sexual-health educator, says kids as
young as Grade 5 ‘always” ask
questions about oral sex. And one
social worker with the Toronto Dis
thct School Board says things have
changed dramatically in her 15
years on the job: Now, she fre
quentiy counsels girls as young as
12 who have been caught
often
on school property
in”pretty
compromising sexual posifion&”
Miriam Kaufman, a pediatrician
who specializes in adolescent med
icine at the Hospital for Sick Chil
dren in Toronto, is familiar with the
trend as well. “We’re hearing this
from rich kids and we’re hearing
this from poor kids,” Dr. Kaufman
says.
A guidance counsellor at a To
ronto private girls’ school says she
has heard confidentially from other
staff members that “our girls are
servicing boys from Grade 7 up.”
And servicing the guys appears to
be exactly what’s going on: From all
accounts, oral sex is a one-way
street
boys rarely return the fa
vour.
“It used to be that only the really
slutty girls
and there was one in
each class
would do this,” says
Eric King, a senior social worker at
the Hincks-Dellcrest Centre, a gov
ernment-fimded children’s mental
health care facility in Toronto. In
many circles today, he says, oral sex
has become almost as normal as
acne or homework or cafeteria gos
sip.
Vanessa, now a popular kid in
Grade 9 at a private girls’ school in
Toronto, describes the weekend
parties that she says took place
about twice a month last year at
various friends’ houses. Sometimes
parents were home, but more often
they weren’t. Boys and girls from
schools across the city would show
up. Frequently, drugs and alcohol
were involved. Boys would ap
proach girls, a pickup would ensue,
and the couple would withdraw into another room, she says. Some
times, the two knew each other,
Other times, they had just met.
She remembers one girl who left
the room with a boy she had met
just 10 minutes earlier. When the
pair returned, she says, “All the
girls would just circle around and
be like, ‘What just happened? What
just happened?’” The boy would
“just walk off,” while the girl would
“talk about it openly.” The two
didn’t have intercourse, she says,
but they did everything else. Oral
sex was a given. It happened at ev
ery party.
—
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The girls’ attitudes were remark
ably blasé: They would say they
were just hooking up with a given
boy for that night, and shrug that
“next weekend,” they would be
with another guy. Vanessa guesses
that about 10 per cent of her allfemale Grade S class performed
oral sex on boys regularly.
Sometimes, she says, girls would
arrange hookups by electronic in
stant messaging
now kids’ pri
mary mode of communication out
side school. Vanessa has observed
her girlfriends exchanging mes
sages with boys whom they knew or
had recently met, laying out the
planned sexual timetable in graph
ic detail, often including oral sex.
The absence of face-to-face con
tact is a confidence booster “It’s
much easier to be open,’ she says.
According to Or. Kaufman, that
comfort allows for increasingly ex
plicidy sexual text conversations
and concerned parents have
sought her help after discovering
them. In Mr. Rhwes’s trial, evi
dence emerged that the casual sex
ual liaisons that ensnared the base
ball prodigy were facilitated by in
stant messaging; After meeting and
exchanging e-mail addresses with
groups of high-school boys on
school buses, the girls used mes
saging to arrange the meetings.
While educators stress that they
don’t believe that most girls engage
in these activities, those who do are
by no means anomalous. And even
girls who don’t would agree with
their more precocious girlfriends
that it isn’t really sex.
“I’ll say, ‘Did you have sex?’”
says a guidance counsellor at another Toronto private girls’ school.
“And they’ll say, ‘Well, not exactly.’
And I’ll say, ‘What do you mean
not exactly?’ And they’ll say, ‘Well,
we had oral sex.’” If it’s not sex,
what is it? When a moderator posed
that question to a roomful of teen
aged girls at a Women’s Health
Matters conference in Toronto last
month, the giggling reply was al
most unanimous: “It’s foreplay.”
Why draw this lin& at all? The
girls see oral sex as safer, both
physically and emotionally. To an
extent, they’re right. Oral sex poses
no danger of pregnancy. The
chance of infection from most sex
ually transmitted diseases
in
cluding HW
is lower than with
“real” sex. Still, there are risks:
Herpes, gonorrhea and chlamydia
are frequently transmitted through
oral sex.
Kim Martyn, a sexual-health ed
ucator with Toronto Public Health
and author of All the Way: Sex for
the First Time, says kids are often
surprised to learn that they need
—
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protection. Dr. Kaufman encoun
ters similar misconceptions in her
practice. As they see it, she says,
“it’s not sex, so why would you have
to protect yourself?”
The emotional aspect is equally
important. As one 13-year-old says,
“When you have sex, it’s, like, the
big thing.’” Oral sex is “way less
sentimental.”
Kate agrees. With oral sex, she
says, “you’re not gonna have that
emotional attachment.”
Two guidance counsellors at a
girls’ school have encountered the
same attitude. “Often you’ll say to
kids, ‘I’m worried about you being
hun,’” says one. “And they’ll sort
of look at you like you’re crazy.”
The trend-watchers behind Sex
and the City have picked up on that
current In one episode, the pro
miscuous PR person Samantha is
hired to organize a rich Manhattan
girls bat mitzvah, where she over
hears a group of 13-year-olds talk
ing dirty about boy bands. When
she scolds them, they scoffi They’ve
been having oral sex since they
were 12
it’s the only way, they
say, to get boys to like them. Even
the unshockable Samantha is
floored. Their reply? “Talk to the
hand, grandma.”
“It’s just something you do,” for
many girls, says the other school
counsellor. “An act that you per
form.” In certain peer groups, it is a
price girls pay for popularity. It
alone can garner the social cachet
that’s needed to belong. It is, Va
nessa says, “the cool thing to do.”
In that sense, the pressures, fears
and anxieties about fitting in that
girls are dealing with today are no
different than the ones they have
dealt with since the beginning of
thne.
Only now, the stakes are higher.
Leslie, a petite, outgoing 16-yearold with curly brown hair who de
scribes her junior-high years as
“social warfare,” says oral sex has
become something of a “rite of pas
sage” for 12- and 13-year-old girls.
The thinking goes, “You’re in Grade
7 and S. This is something you
should be doing.”
Often, says Leslie, the pressure to
cast off the label of “blowjob virgin”
was so intense in her private He
brew day school that girls per
formed oral sex just to get it over
with. “It’s about doing what’s ex
pected.”
Vanessa agrees. “Girls just want
to get past the stage of saying they
didil.”
—

In the process, this generation is
bucking some age-old social and
sexual norms. Ms. O’Neill, the sex
ual-health educator, says she ftc
quendy gets complaints from par
ents who believe that their sons are
being harassed by girls. And Mr.
King, the social worker, says that
when it comes to voicing their sex
ual wishes, girls are more aggres
sive now than ever: “I know what I
want and Ican get it.” One of the
girls in PEI testified that Cass
Rhynes was reluctant, and she
forced herself on him.
Ever since the advent of “Girl
Power,” being aggressively sexy has
practicallybecome a political state
ment. Pop-culture figureheads
such as Christina Aguilen or
Beyoncé, who play oUt every
bump-and-grind signal of sexual
availability
then fend off crit
icism by saying it ‘just a perform
ance,” only entertainment rein
force the mixed message.
What started as a movement to
invest girls with the power to be
and do anything they wanted has
morphed into a brand-new pro
gram: ‘Put on a push-up bra, ex
pose your navel, shake your booty,
and drive ‘em wild.”
According to Kate, “If you want a
guy to like you, most girls will do
anything to have him.”
Vanessa agrees. Oral sex is allur
ing to many girls because “a guy’s
giving her attention. He’s saying,
‘Let’s go. have some flirt.’”
But the attention rarely lasts. In
fact, Kate recalls, in the Grade S sit
uation, the girls and boys often
would never speak again. Some
times, the girl was embarrassed.
Other times, despite what he had
led the girl to believe surprise
the boy didn’t really care about her.
Typically, Vanessa says, “the guy
will just use the girL” She bears the
hill weight of a nasty double stan
dard, being labelled a “slut,”
“whore,” or “‘ho,” while he gets
praised by friends.
Still, those labels aren’t as dis
paraging as they once were. For
young girls, .even negative atten
tion can be extremely attractive.
“Even if they’re talking about you
poorly,” Leslie explains, “they’re
still talking about you.” She adds,
“To get the name ‘slut,’ at least that
means
you’re, like, older.”
Whereas a girl’s first period used
to signal her entrance into woman
hood, Leslie says, now “you’re a
woman If you go out there and you
fool around with lots and lots of
people.”
Kate agrees. When she and her
girlfriends performed oral sex, she
says, “we were pretty proud.”
—
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hen is sex not really sex?
When it’s oral, manual,
on-line or conducted
over the phone and
sometimes even when it involves
intercourse without orgasm.
At least, that’s the finding of a
study of 164 heterosexual universi
ty students being published today
in The Canadian Journal of Human
Sexuality, and it’s raising troubling
questions about whether the mes
sage of safe sex is being hampered
by different definitions between
the generations.
Hilary Randall, a PhD candidate
in psychology at the University of
New Brunswick and one of the pa
per’s co-authors, said the findings
point to a gaping hole in programs
designed to deal with preventing
sexually transmitted infections
such as 11W/AIDS.
Young people, bombarded with
the safe-sex message, are applying
it only to what they consider to be
formally having sex. Older adults,
who are designing the safe-sex pro
grams, are using it to refer to a wide
range of sexual activity, including
oral sex and certainly anal and vagi
nal sex, with or without orgasm.
‘This oLd, antiquated language is
not getting the information across,”
said Ms. Randall.
To be effective, sexual-health
programs will need to be far more
specific in describing sexual activi
ties rather than relying on omnibus
terms such as “having sex,” her pa
per says.
When safe-sex educators talk
about limiting the number of sex
partners to avoid infection, that
message, too, may be understood
differently by younger Canadians,
who may be counting only those
with whom they have had vaginal
intercourse with orgasm, said co
author Sandra Byers, a psychology
professor at the University of New
Brunswick in Fredericton.

“They are saying: ‘I didn’t have sex.
I had sexual activity,’ “she said.
For example, just over threequarters (77 per cent) of the males
interviewed said that anal inter
course without orgasm qualified as
having sex, meaning that the same
act wasn’t sex at all to 23 per cent If
orgasm happened with anal inter
course, 84 per cent of the men said
it was sex.
For females, the figures were 80
per cent and 83 per cent.
Among males, 10 per cent did not
consider vaginal intercourse to be
sex if orgasm failed to happen. For
women, 96 per cent said vaginal in
tercoune without orgasm consti
tuted sex. Approximately the same
percentage forboth men and wom
en defined sex as vaginal inter
course with orgasm.
Fewer than a quarter of the stud
with or
ents said that oral sex
was real sex.
without orgasm
Hardly any of the students said that
masturbating to orgasm over the
phone or over the computer was
having sex.
Ms. Randall said it is even possi
ble—though not proved—that the
safe-sex campaigns have somehow
skewed the younger generation’s
idea of what sexis.
“It’s possible that we’ve given
them the impression that sex is
whatever you use a condom for,”
she said.
She said studies in the United
States that attempt to define sexual
abstinence come up with similar
findings: To the U.S. students, hav
ing oral sex qualified as being absti
nent.
The Canadian findings reflect the
centuries-old selual focus on loss
of virginity and the breaking of the
hymen, said Ed Herold, a professor
of Family Relations and Applied
Nutrition at the University of
Guelph and the founder of the
Guelph Sexuality Conference.
He added, though, that the find
ings suggest asea change in theway
people view oral sex. In the 1940s
and 1950s, when Indiana Universi
ty professor Alfred Kinsey did his
ground-breaking work on human
sexuality, oral sexwas often consid
ered to be more intimate than vagi
nal penetration, and it tended to
happen long after vaginal inter
course had been established.
Today, itis often a prelude to vag
inal intercourse or an act that never
leads to further sexual activity.
“What it’s saying is that there cer
tainly is a lot more expedmenm
don,” said Prof. Herold.

Alexander McKay, research co
ordinator of the Sex Information
and Education Council of Canada,
which publishes the journal, also
said the study shows that ideas
about sexuality are evolving in Can
ada.
“Twenty years ago if we asked
people whether oral-genital con
tact was ‘having sex,’ most people
would have said quite definitely
that it was,” he said.
He said the evolution is healthy.
The study also found that when it
came to sexual jealousy, the stud
ents were prepared to say that al
most any activity including deep
kissing and on-line sex— amount
ed to being unfaithful.
—

—

—
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ON THE BASIS of anthropological
evidence it would appear that the capacity to fall passionately in love—to feel
convinced that one can only achieve bliss by the union with one unique
individual—is one of those uncommon potentialities which develop sponta
neously in a few individualsiWillliunmirsociefiet-that have been described.
In its distribution it seems to have the same arbitrary character as those
innate potentialities which form the basis of artistic and religious creations and
performances: a ‘true’ ear or a ‘true’ hand for drawing, the ability to go into deep
trance and the like. It is probable that in any society which comprises more
than a few hundred people there will be some man or woman with ‘absolute
pitch’, and another with the ability to go easily into trance. Whether the people
with these innate gifts will ever exercise them publicly will depend on the
development and the values of their society. If there is no polyphonic music, the
person endowed with absolute pitch may go to his grave without ever having
been aware of, much less exercised, his gift. The person with the ability to go
easily into trance will probably not escape that experience; but if the religious
climate is unfavourable, he or she may well have to hide this capacity as
something shameftil; and, if it be discovered, he or she may well be punished or
killed as a witch possessed by the devil.
The analogy between these gifts and the ability to fall deeply in love may be
pushed further. The gifts in their over-powering form, so that they manifest
themselves whatever the climate of opinion and the customs of the societ)c are
statistically rare; but a large part of the population is able to develop an
approximation to these abilities if the society considers them desirable and
punishes their absence. Thus, there is no reason to suppose that the ability to
reproduce a tune correctly, to sing in harmony, is innately more common
among the Welsh than among the English or (at least in the time of Mozart)
among the Czechs than among the Austrians. But because the Welsh (or the
Czechs of the eighteenth century) expected every person to be able to hold a
worthy part in choral singing and arranged many of their more enjoyable and
respected social events around choirs, far more people developed their origi
nally weak musical ability in these societies than they did in the neighboring
ones which had neither such expectations nor such institutions.
All the anthropological evidence suggests that the ability to fall passionately
in love is completely analogous in its distribution to these other gifts. Even
though a society may completely devalue romantic love, it will still occur
spasmodically from time to time; and if a society puts a high valuation on this
behavior, the greater part of the population will be able to convince them
Indian
selves that they have these feelings, in the same way as the American
their
visions
of
had
had
they
that
themselves
youths could nearly all convince
guardian spirit.

Probably because the spontaneous ability to fall deeply in love is so rare a
phenomenon statistically, y y_jc.hynp.jqçjçties (apart from Western
Europe and North America in the last two centuries) have incorporated the
expefloantsomantcJove-mto-theizjocigl Institlatjqr!s,OrleiiThiidèJilTht
eveiy young man and every young woman should manifest it, should feel it at
some time in their lives. There are records of one or two small societies in the
islands of Polynesia or among the American Indians who have considered
romantic love a necessary prelude to marriage; but, these very rare exceptions
apart, marriage has typically been considered a social union between two
groups rather than a private union between two individuals. Many societies
will pay some attention to the preferences of the man and woman most
intimately concerned and will not force a marriage of mutual repugnance
(other societies do not pay even that attention to the girl’s sentiments); but what
is looked for in these societies of social marriage is mutual compatibility,
nothing stronger. Marriage is too important to too many people, and to society
itself; it cannot be allowed, so it is argued, to depend on the whims of young
people who do not know their own minds.
Consequently, in nearly all the soçjeties of which we have recor& romantic
Ioye_içonsidered
and is usually
envisaged as socially disruptive. ThWdisruption may be tragic—probably the
most common devEIment in literate societies—it may be comic, it may be a
social nuisance or an interesting topic of conversation; but in nearly every
society and at nearly every period romantic love is a dismptive force outside of,
and interfering with, marriage.
This is the case with the European tradition of romantic love. The ladies for
whom the troubadours sung were never their own wives nor capable of becom
ing so; if the poets were not married to someone else, then the objects of their
devotion were. Cuinevere and Isolde and Peftarch’s Laura were married
women; Dante was a married man when he met Beatrice, and Paolo and
Francesca were both married to other people. Moreover, never in romantic
poetry was there a suggestion that marriage was the aim of these lovers.Je_
and marriage are ft a
eticab if the two people who fall in love are by
any c ance unmarried, then it is a fixed convention that the fmilies of the two
lovers are completely opposed to the union, as in Romeo and Juliet and many
lesser poems and plays. The tragic love of two young people thwarted by the
wishes of their families, and culminating either in suicide or in holy resigna
tion, isa constant theme of literature and drama throughout Asia and much of
Europe. Romantic love was the disturber, the wrecker of cities, in Sophocles’
phrase; and parents were to be commiserated with if their children developed
such unfortunate propensities.
About the mj44fr of the eighteenthenhiry thesituation changcd rapidly in
Western Eur&pe and’N6fW Aiièiia. Judging from the literary evidence—and
there is little else to go on—being romantically in love changed from a
potentially tragic to a potentially desirable condition; and when the loving
.

couple were in a position to many, public sympathy went to the young people
and was withdrawn from.theparents who fried to impose their more prudent
plans.
num rThf social changes accompanied this changiif attitide:
A e wan independence, the French revolution, the beginning of the “inJh
it I revolution” and the rise in influence and the increase in numbers oltile
mi le classes.
—
All these c anges probably had some influence; but I should be inclined to
give the most weight to the last factor, the rise of the middle classes. Both the
aristocracy and the peasanhy were, in theila et&Fvays,atiEhéá to specific
pieces of land; and the choice of daughter-in-law (or occasionally son-in-law)
was very much influenced by considerations of agriculture and of inheritance;
and neither group could maintain their living standards without the ownership
of land. The middle classes, on the other hand, were mobile in every sense of
the word; a family’s prosperity was much less dependent on marriage settle
ments, and children were far more easily able to earn a living without parental
approval or assistance. Marriages based on romantic love were at least feasible.
Furthermore, the middle classes were the major, indeed almost the only,
audience for poets and novelists; and it was the poets and novelists, above all the
romantic poets of England and Germany, who preached the ecstasy of ro
mantic love and claimed the enormous superiority of a marriage founded on
love to one founded on prudential parental arrangements; and their preaching
made converts.
During the nineteenth century young middle-class men and women came to
expect that they would fall in love romantically, and that such falling in love
was the only proper pr&ude to, and a guarantor of, a happy marriage. This
does not seem to have been the case with the other classes in Western Europe.
For the aristocracies and royalty suitability seems to have remained a far more
important criterion for marriage than romantic love; and the tragedies of
unsuitable and disruptive love (such as Mayerling) continued to occur. The
urban working classes during the nineteenth century were most of them so
oppressed by fatigue and poverty that they lacked both leisure and energy to
search for the romantically loved one. In the novels of Dickens, the middleclass characters fall in love and eventually many; but the pictures of workingclass married life are without any suggestion of romance. Some research has
been done, particularly for cities in the North Eastern United States, on the
places of residence of married people before their marriage; and over
whelmingly, the married couples come from either the same small urban
neighborhood or from stops on the same trolley line.
In the present century the aristocrats, the urban workers and the peasants
have to a great extent abandoned their distinctive modes of life. Middle-class
patte
become increasingly widel ado ted—an increase”ThiltIflTh
tened b
develo m n o mass communications such as films, ra ro, a
tejmdsienrwhieh offered their middle-c ass pa ems o i e to an increasing y
-

-

-
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heterogenous audience. Among these middle-class patterns .norievasis ore
insistent than a demand for marriageIaujj4romantic love, which was the
culmination of the vast majority of stories and plays offered for entertainment
and as an examp1e of proper behavior. A marriage founded on romantic love
was seen as the birthright of every man and woman from Royal Princesses to
seamstresses and factory hands. As far as the records go, nothing like this has
ever happened before in a complex society. We know of no other society which
has xpectedJatsveryy9ungmanpjyyjg woman shcyijdeeply in
love with an unmarried member of the opposite sex and should marty their
love-choice; and moreover to decree that this love should occur only once in a
life-lime, and should be strong enough to sustain the marriage for ever after.
This expectation that everybody should feel romantic love undoubtedly puts
as much strain on some individuals as the demand that everybody should sing
in tune or go into ecstatic france does on some members of other societies. As
with these other rare spontaneous talents, the majority of any population can
produce a sufficient approximation to the spontaneous gift to satisfy themselves
and their neighbors that they feel what they ought to feel, and so to approach
marriage in what they have learned is the only appropriate frame of mind. But
besides the people born with a true ear there are those who are born tone-deaf;
besides the people who can fall spontaneously into trance there are those whom
it is impossible to hypnotize; besides the natural lovers there are people who are
temperamentally incapable of romantic love.
People of such a temperament—and we have no idea how numerous they
aTe—are put to a grave disadvantage by the present social expectations; they
feel themselves, and are often looked upon by their families and friends, as
inadequate, as failures. Men and women who, in earlier centuries or in other
societies, would have made the most satisfactory of spouses in marriages of
suitability, may well remain unmarried and unhappy in a society which
considers romantic love the only proper basis for marriage.
— When romantic love is considered the supreme individual value, it can still
be nearly as socially disruptive as it was in earlier periods or other societies
where it was not allowed for at all. Among the most ethical people of the United
States and some Western European countries between the wars it was consid
ered profoundly inirnoralJo stay married to a spouse who had llen in love
with soriiehody elsej and there deQeloped the-paradox of the ethical divorce,
when the self-sacrificing spouse nobly broke up his or her family life rather than
thwart the partner’s romantic love.
As far as my information goes, the children of these ethical divorcees tend to
pay much less attention to the ecstasies of romantic love and much more
attention to the companionate aspects of marriage and the pleasure of parent
hood. Tender, nurturing fatherhood, which is so marked a feature of the family
life of the youngest adult educated men in the United States and Britain,
(represents avery great change in men’s emotional lives, and one for which there

)
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is no precedent in history. it seems probable that it will be incompatible with
the very high valuation of romantic love which distinguished their parents’ and
grandparents’ generations.
Many signs suggest that the pleasures of parenthood are becoming the most
valued aspect of marriage in prosperous Western society; and this would imply
that romantic love is again being devalued, except for those few for whom it isa
If this be so, it will make for a calmer and more stable
tern ramental nec
society, va uing permanent domestic happiness above the temporary ecstasies
of passion. And then the universal demand for romantic love of the last two
centuries will pass into histoiy as one of the strange developments of which
human beings are capable, somewhat like the dancing mania of the Middle
Ages, or the glossolalia, the speaking with tongues, which falls on whole
congregations in some ecstatic religious cults. As with these and the other
examples earlier mentioned, a rare human potentiality will have for a short
period dominated whole societies.
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Let me not to the marriage of hue minds
Admit impediments; love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
OE&wiflfllEThmovEjernove
0, no, it is an ever-fixed mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wand’ring bark,
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.
Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come;
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.’
If this be error and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.

130

a

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damasked, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks,
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound.
I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.’
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.

Letter to Chanut

LETTER TO CHANUT
René Descartes

I NOW PASS to your question

about the reasons which often impel us to love one person rather than another
before we know their worth. I can discover two, one belonging to the mind and
one to the body. The one in the mind presupposes too many things concerning
the nature of our souls which I would not dare to by to explain in a letter, soT
will speak only of the one in the body. It consists in the disposition of the parts
of our brain, produced by sense objects or by some other cause. The objects
which strike our senses by means of the nerves move certain parts of our brain,
md make there certain folds. These folds undo themselves when the object
ceases to operate, but the place where they were made afterwards has a
lendency to be folded again in the same manner by another object resembling
:ven incompletely the original object. For instance, when I was a child, I loved
a little girl of my own age, who had a slight squint. The impression made by
sight in my brain when I looked at her cross eyes became so closely connected
tj the simultaneous impression arousing in me the passion of love, that for a
long time afterwards when I saw cross-eyed persons I felt a special inclination to
love them simply because they had that defect. At that time I did not know that
was the reason for my love; and as soon as I reflected on it and recognized that it
This letter, daied June 6. .647. is reprinted by the kind permission of Professor Anthony Kenny. from
is Descartes. Philosophical btten(Oxford University Press, 1q70; pp. 224—25) Descartes, often called
he father of modem philosophy, was born in France in 1596 and died in Sweden in 5650. He was
he author of Meditations on Fin! Philosophy, which contains the famous “cogito.” (Footnote added

‘y A. S.)
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was a defect, I was no longer affected by it. So, when we are inclined to love
someone without knowing the reason, we may believe that this is because he
has some similarity to something in an earlier object of our love, though we
may not be able to identify it. Though it is more commonly a perfection than a
defect which thus attracts our love, yet, since it can sometimes be a defect as in
the example I quoted, a wise man will not altogether yield to such a passion
without having considered the worth of the person to whom he thus feels
drawn.’ But because we cannot love equally all those in whom we obsen’e
equal worth, I think that our only obligation is to esteem them equally; and
since the chief good of life is the possession of friends, we are right to prefer
those to whom we are drawn by secret inclinations, provided that we also see
worth in them. Moreover, when these secret inclinations are caused by some
thing in the mind and not by something in the body, (think they should always
be followed. The principal criterion by which they can be detected is that those
which come from the mind are reciprocated, which is not often the case in the
others.

NOTE
What Descartes says about our ability—indeed, almost our duN—to make sure we are
not moved to love by defects, leaves it open whether he also believes that we should
discover the causes of our loves in order to eliminate all of them, thereby loving
agapica fly and independently of the sudh of the beloved. But this sentence reaffirms
that we should love in virthe of the perfections of the obiect; we should perhaps discover
these causes but not ebminate their power. (Someone once quipped to me: when
Descartes discovered that he had a tendency to fall in love with women who squinted,
lie had a difficult and terrible choice to make, between giving up that sweet preference
and allowing his emotions to be swayed by that property for his whole life. He finally
abandoned his taste for squinters, and wrote thc Meditations instead.)
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JAMES CONLON

Why Lovers Can’t Be Friends
That OflCS spouse ts also one’s closest friend is
a common claim and seems innocent enough.
Often it is offered as a gentle boast—for exam
ple. by a celcbrity introducing a spouse at a
formal gathering. Usually. its tone is that of
achievement, as if being able to combine lover
and friend is the epitome of human intimacy, as
desirable as it is rare.
I found myself reacting to such claims with
undeniable hostility. Al first, I blamed my reac
lions on an unhealthy cynicism, perhaps even
an unconscious resentment. However, as I ex
plored the nature of my hostility more care
fully, especially in conjunction with certain
texts of Plato, I realized that it was intellec
tually grounded. It is not that the union of
friend and lover is an ideal mote difficult to
achieve than facile introductions would have us
believe. It is. rather, that the union is impossi
ble; its desirability is founded on an mistaken
model of human intimacy. Therefore, the claim
to combine lover and friend is not just a harm
less exaggeration, but a seriously misguided
ideal.
To show this, I must first make explicit the
theory of human relationships that the claim as
sumes. Like most theories in Western thought,
it has its roots in Plato.
On this theory, each human self is a discrete
substance combining essential and unique qual
ities. All attraction between selves is a desire
for union, for sharing these qualities, possess
ing them, taking part in them in some way. One
can hierarchically order the various types of
attraction between selves by the essential im
poflance (reality) of the qualities shared. Thus.
according to Plato’s famous scala umoris in
The Symposium, attract jot] to, and part icipat ion
in, the beauties of an individual body are
ranked lower titan attraction to. and participa
Uon in, the beauties of an individual soul.
Hence, lovers of souls “enjoy a far fuller com
mun itv with each other
‘md enjoy a tar
surer friendship.”
Applying this basic approach to concrete
contemporary categories of relationship yields
the following analysis. iwo colleagues in the
same profession at the same institution have a
certain closeness: they share eadi other’s exper
tise, like working on specific projects together.
and hope for sittilar goals Suppose, as often
happens, these colleagues become friends.
Now, they no longer meet only for work—
related tasks, hut go to the movies together,
have dinner at each other’s houses, and partici
pate in a variety of activities associated with
friendship. What has happened, according to
the standard theory, is that the relationship has
moved up a iuflch on the scale. It has become a
fuller intimacy because more is shared, both in
quantity and essential quality. If these friends
-

subsequently become lovers, this change would
be interpreted in the same manner: as an in
crease in their degree of intimacy.
This cumulative ascent is central to the ap
peal of Plato’s model. For him, the lover who
has climbed to the apex of love and “turned to
the great sea of beauty”2 has not really left
anything of consequence behind. The beauty of
“face or hands or anything else that belongs to
the body”3 is included as part of loving the
form of Beauty itself. Nothing of real value is
lost. It is not just that the vision of the Sun is
superior to other visions: it includes them in
itself. There is nothing to be loved in the shad
ows that is not present in the Sun. Its light
subsumes and completes all other experience.
Plato’s notion was, of course, carried over
into Christianity. Everythin said of Plato’s vi
sion of the Beautiful could equally be said of
Dante’s vision of God at the climax of the Di’
tine Co,:tedv, Vergil and Beatrice are subsumed
in God. Nothing would be lost in choosing God
over these lesser intimacies.
In summary, then, the standard model of Inti
macy views the differences between colleague,
friend, and lover as basically ditThrences of de
gree. Each to-rn of intimacy represents a level
of quality sharing that can be placed some
where along a continuum, with minimal shar
ing at one end and total sharing at the other
Mv criticism of this model centers around
the fact that it does not present an accurate
account of what happens when relationships
change form. Even when the change is posi
tive, it is not simply additive, for there is an
inevitable deprivation as well.
There is a revealing scene in Robertson
Davies’s novel of aeademe, Relel Angels. In it
Simon Darcoufi. an Anglican parson and
Greek scholar, asks a treasured graduate stu
dent, Maria, to marty him. She has already had
an aflujir with another mentor and it is out of its
failure that she responds to Simon.
“I hive him I the mentor] the wa\’ I love you for the
splendid thing that you arc, in your own world of
splendid things. Like a loot I wanted him in the way
you att talking about, and whcther ii was because I
wanted him or he wanted me I don’t know and never
shall know, hut it was a very great mistake. Because
of that stupidity, which didn’t amount to a damn as
an experienix, I think I have put something between
us that has atmosl lost him 10 mc. Di, you think I
want to do that with you? Are all men such greedy
loots that they think love only comes with that spe
cial favor?
Simon, you called toe Sophia; the Divine \V isdots,, God’s partner and playmaie in Creation.
1111 we go to bed it will be Sophia who lies down but
it will certainly be Maria-—and not the best of her—
who gets up, and Sophia will be gone forever. And
you, Simon dear, would come into my bed as my
Rebel Angel, but very soon you would be a stoutisli
Anglican parson, and a Rebel Angel no n,ore.’
—

Simon’s proposal clearly comes out of the
standard model we have been analyzing. In his
mind, it seems only logical to move the teacher
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—student intimacy to a higher level by adding
romance. Maria, however, has been down that
road and experienced something the theory did
not predict: loss. For her, romantic intimacy
did not augment the old; instead, it destroyed
it.

But, you will say, this destruction is peculiar
to the change from student to lover and not true
of relational changes in general. Surely, for ex
ample, it does not apply to the change from
colleague to friend. There, it isa simple case
of
addition. Colleagues limit their discussions to
professional concerns. II they become friends
they continue to have professional discussions
but include personal and emotional concerns as
well. A simple case of udditio&
But a closer analysis reveals that ii is too
simple. Even in this change something is defi
nitely lost. A relationship that was once purely
professional (and to read “purely” as “merely”
here begs the question) is so no longer. This is
not to claim that the relationship now becomes
shady or incompetent, but it does lose the inti
macy that pure professionals have between
each other and assumes another form.
Suppose, for example, two colleagues on a
promotion and tenure committee meet privately
to discuss a difficult applicant. They are not
friends. Although they deeply admire each oth.
er’s professional competence, their jives con
nect only through work, Thus, their conversa-.
tion is purely professional,” that is, they focus
primarily on the matter at hand and are uncon
cerned about each other’s private selves. But
make no mistake: there is significant intimacy
here. As they dissect the pros and cons of the
applicant, their own cherished ideals are an in
tegral, if indirect, pan of the discussion. Who
they are as scholars, teachers, and institutional
members is shared with an intensity unique to
the action-focused work of “unconcerned” pro
fe ssi onal s.
Obviously, the kind of intimacy that comes
with shared professional action could never ex
ist with someone outside the profession—even
with the closest of friends. Equally obvious, of
course, is that a professional could share with a
nonprofessional friend things she never could
share with a colleague. She might, for exam
ple, explore with a friend her own jealousies
toward the applicant in a way imposstble to
pursue in professional discussion.
But could friends in the same profession
combine both types of sharing? I do not see
how. Friends would be continuously conscious
of, and concerned about, personal factors ex
tending far beyond the topic at hand, They
could not put these on hold while they dis
cussed professional matters. Thus, the joys and
powers of purely professional conversation
would he lost to them.
But if loss is inescapable whenever relation’
sh ps change form, then the standard model of

human intimacy is fundamentally mistaken. It
differentiates relationships according to degree,
according to what level they occupy on a con
tinuum. The reality of loss suggests that rela
tionships actually dtffer not in degree, but in
kind. They are not steps on the way toward
anything fuller; they are just what they are.
modes of relation, each possessing distinct
and—sometimes—incompatible strengths and
weaknesses.
What does this mean for a model of inti
macy’! If the standard model has its roots in
Plato. perhaps a counterinodel would have its
roots in Nietzsche (arguably the first Western
thinker to be truly non-Platonic). Nietzsche’s
critique of Plato’s theory of knowledge, his
perspectival alternative to it, provides equally
effective possibilities in relation to Plato’s theo
ry of love.
On a Nietzscfiean model, each type of inti
macy is a perspective on, creates an interpreta
tion of, the sharing of selves. Since there are
only interpretations, with no correct or com
plete shartng conceivable, the various types of
intimacy do not accumulale toward a definitive
beatific communion. Each interpretation has its
distinctive mode of operation and its own indi
vidual value. In contrast to the Platonic model,
however, these values are not all commmensur
able. There exist some real and positive goods
that are fundamentally incompatible with
others.
An analogy can best illustrate the model I
have in mind. Each type of relationship (col
league, friend, lover, and so on) is like a liter
ary genre (poem, novel, play). Obviously, dif
ferences between genres do not represent steps
toward a perfect and complete artistic expres
sion (despite Hegel’s efforts). Rather, they are
just different ways of doing it. Although new
ways may be created, they are not progressions
toward a perfect way. To describe the poem as
fuller or deeper than the novel makes no sense.
The novel does things a poem could never do;
but since the reverse is equally true, efforts to
set up a hierarchy between them are clearly
misguided. A poem may, in certain contexts
and circumstances, be more meaningful than
a
novel, but this is a practical decision, not a
metaphysical one. And the practical value of
such a decision involves recognizing when
genres are incommensurable. Although
efforts
to explore the limits of any genre
are crucial to
the creation of new ones, ii is precisely
a

uenre’s distinctive lititits that provide fir its
meaning. ‘l’lIe value of the poem is list ii
it
tries to be a novel,
So far I have satd very little about tny title,
ahotit the ineottt1iatibility ot l’riendship and
love. Mv plan was to lay the groundwork for

my thesis ott less controversial Ierntorv. Now,

however. I Can state it sharply and witlt better
understanding. Love and friendship are. I he-

lieve, two distinct genres of intimacy. Like the
poem and (he novel, they cannot be combined.
Likewise, it is a itistake to rank one as “deep
er” than the other. Bwh is unique—and each is
limited.
Before I argue this, two clarifications are in
order. First, the term ‘love’’ is often used indis
criminately to refer to all forms of attraction
(one “loves’ ice cream, children, and God), but
I am using the term narrowly to refer specifi
cally to passionate, romantic love—that char
acterized by Tristan for Isolde, Anna Karcnina
for Vronsky, and Swann for Odette. Second, I
believe that although passionate love has an
inextricable sexual component, it is not syn
onymous with sexual desire, Although one
cannot love romantically without sexual desire.
one can certainly desire sexually those one
does not love,
What is it, then, about romantic love that
makes it incompatible with friendship? In one
sense, the answer is so obvious as to seem sim
plistic. Friends share each other’s experience of
the world; they see it in similar ways and enjoy
it together. Lovers, in contrast, as the rhetoric
of romance insists repeatedly. arc each other’s
world. Passion for the beloved is the organiz
ing force of the lover’s lile. if not in actuality.
at least in desire. In love, (he world happens
only through the other’s eyes.
A concrete example will illustrate my point.
A man is visiting an an museum in a foreign
land. As he marvels at its beauties, he regrets
that his friend, who shares his taste in an. was
not able to make the trip with him. He antici’
pates the dinner they have planned for next
week and the pleasure his friend will take in (he
detailed stories of his trip.
If. however, the nan is in love, his trip will
be quite different. His experience of the muse
um will seem somehow hollow—like every
thing else he experiences without the beloved.
In love, one does not so much delight in sharing
separate experiences, as want every experience.
even the most minute. not to be separate. This is
the meaning of Cathcrines famous ‘‘I an, Heath—
cliff’’ declaration in WntI,cring fl.j,/;jçS It is
also the source (If the jealousy so foreign to
friendship and so i ntcizral to rontance.
C. S. Lewis. in Tin fth,, Loves, claims that
we picture friends side by side ‘.titd lovers ace
to lace.” This insight seems essentially correct
to itie, and essential lv the di lkrencc I alit Irving
to describe. Friends are fascinated primarily by
the world (and by each other as objects in it).
They delight in exchanging the world with each
other. Lovers. on the other hand .arc fascinated
pri niari lv by each ot her and sec the world only
in each other’s eyes.. The flicus aid delight of
iriends is decidedly’ different from that of
lovers.
In pointing out this difference, I am not
claiming to have finally identified the true
meaning of 10 ye or fri end sl tip— or even to have
said very much about either, My intent is the
minimal one of detuonstrating that they are in
compatible. Lewis’s image is particularly help
ful in this. People can stand side by side or they

can stand face to face, but they obviously can
not do both at the same time.7 Each stand has
its own unique delights, but having one log
ically requires losing the other,
Historically, when differences were empha
sized, it was usually to serve a particular hier
archical order. I want to avoid this historical
tendency. While insisting that love and friend
ship are iueconcilably different, I also want to
insist on their equality. Though circumstances
may make one better than the other, this is a
practical and not a metaphysical superiority. In
themselves they are equal.
The overwhelming tendency of popular cul
ture is to deny this equality and place romantic
love above everything else, to view it as the
most intimate relationship possible between
human beings. The language of romance, with
its penchant for totalizing and divine superla
tives, feeds this popular hierarchy. But the
made for each other,””everything to me”
rhetoric is obviously exaggerated. Romance
surely unites people in a way unlike any other,
but so does colleagueship. Not enough is said
about romance’s limits (or colleagueship’s
strengths). For instance, there is not the level of
choice in romance that there is in other rela
tionships. Also, its narrow focus generates and
idcali7cd intensity detrimental to the broader
context (love’s proverbial blindness). Finally it
is m,toriouslv tetitporary. In short, to proclaim
that romance is the most impoflatit of life’s
ofierings is siniplistic at best, and has often
heen downright dangerous.
But in detailing the limitations of romance I
ant not trying. like Montaigne. to invert the
popular hierarchy and proclaim Friendship as
the height of intimacy. If the populace has tend
ed to overrate passion, ititelleetuals—from [‘lit’
to to S hu I anti ti Firestone—have been too
prime to vilify it. While it is true that in the
purduring constancy of friendship aspects of
the self get shared and enacted that would nev
er he possible in the frenzy of passion, there are
glories that exist only amidst that madness,
This is the truth at the heart of Heloise’s fa
mous protestation to the intellectualizing Ah
elard: “The name of wife may seem more sa
cred or more binding, hut sweeter for me will
always be the word mistress, or. if you will
permit me. that of concubine or whore.” Like
any genre. passionate romance has values that
only it can deliver.
At the outset of this paper I said that the
claim to have united love and friendship was
not merely innocent bragging, but a significant
and dangerous error. This may have seemed
melodramatic at the time, but I want now to re
assert and explain it.
The two models of intimacy I have been con
trasting reflect profoundly differing views on
the meaning of human life and the possibilities
inherent in it. Plato’s view is marked by a radi
cal and unbounded optimism—which is wht
made him so useful to Christianity. To hi in. all
genuine goods are compatible; therefore, it is
possible to “have them all,” possible for the
human being to achieve perfect communion
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with all of reality. For him, the struggle of the
moral life involves discerning the narrow path
toward total union and unflinchingly ascending
it. When Pluto has Socrates reject the passion
ate advances of Alcibiades, he is absolutely
confident that Socrates would find nothing in
the arms of Alcibiades that would not also be
found in the transcendent arms of Beauty itself:
Given the right choices, nothing is really lost,
all tears will be wiped from our eyes. In other
words, when Plato chooses, he assumes he can
have it all—an inviting but dangerous assunip
tion!
The perspectival model of intimacy that I am
suggesting is more modest. There is no totaliz
ing genre that subsumes all others in itself, nn
perfect communion. Since some goods. some
forms of intimacy. are incompatible with oth
ers, one must choose between them. What
gives this choice its poignancy is the realization
that having some forms, albeit powerful and
splendid, means the death of others powerful
and splendid in their own right. On this model,
morality is not so much an ascent to intaliv,
but—to use a different metaphor— a kind of
quilting in which one struggles to arrange as
many compatible goods as one can into a sig
nificant and individual unity.
But any etThctive arrangement realizes that
choice involves real losses, real goods eternally
excluded. The drama of the moral life, its trag
ic edge, consists in deciding which things to let
die. Yes. truth demands that we embrace and
reverence and enjoy the goods we choose. but
it also demands mourning br the goods our
choice excludes. That Socrates chose well that
cold night he slept in the arms of Beauty itself,
I do not for an instant deny. His quilt works like
no other. But his quilt does not include Al
cibiadcs; it never will—and such a terrible loss
demands appropriate tears.’”
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Buddhist Love,
Marriage, and Sexual Morality
Marriage in Buddhism is an open question—there is no single
standard of behavior. In old Tibet, often characterized as the Bud
dhist civilization par excellence, every type of marriage (monog
amy, polygamy, polyandry) was allowed. Couples, especially Tan
tric masters and their consorts, could live together openly without
formal marriage vows, prostitution was tolerated, and celibacy was
a valid option for those who wished to renounce the married state
altogether.’ Marriage in Tibet (as in the rest of Buddhist Asia) was
essentially a secular affair, and attempts were not made to define the
proper kind of marriage for lay Buddhists.
The majority of marriages in Tibet were arranged. The main
form of marriage was, apparently, monogamy, but polyandry and
polygamy were also widely practiced. Virginity was generally not
expected of the bride, except for marriages among the nobility
where blood lines were important. (There is considerable evidence
that during certain periods in parts of central and southeast Asia
Buddhist priests deflowered soon—to—be—wed virgins as a “sacred
duty.”2) In polyandrous unions, which were more common, one
wife would share several brothers, who usually took turns absent
ing themselves on business trips, pilgrimages, and the like so that
just one husband would be with her at a time. When a child was
born, the eldest brother was considered the father, even in cases
where it was clear that he was not. In polygamous marriages, a man
would usually marry two or three sisters. There were also cases of
what might be termed “polygyandrous” unions, that is, two sisters
jointly marrying two brothers, and situations in which a father and
son would take the same woman to wife.3 Tibetan marriages were
quite complex, and there is record of a mother being the sister—in—
law of her own daughter.4 While not condoned, incestuous unions
between brothers and sisters occurred on occasion—a famous lama,
for example, was openly acknowledged to be the product of an in
cestuous relationship between a monk and his sister.6 Divorce was
permitted and comparatively easy to obtain by either party.
Unlike those of most Asian countries, Tibetan women evidently
enjoyed de facto equality with men. A traveler fromJapan who vis
ited old Tibet remarked on how independent Tibetan women
seemed, maintaining their own sources of income and savings and
allowed to take an outside lover if they so desired. The Japanese
traveler, accustomed to the obedient women of his native land, re—

corded with some shock the scene of a Tibetan wife publicly heap
ing abuse on her cowering husband, who was on his knees before
her abjectly apologizing for some transgression.6
Kawaguchi also reported that the hospitable Tibetans would
offer their wives or other female members of the household for the
pleasure of travelers and other unexpected guests.’ This has been
disputed by Harrer, however, who states that such a thing never
happened to him during years of travel all over Tibet. On a few oc
casions, he was told to avail himself of the charms of a young ser
vant girl, but the girl would still have to be courted and won over.
Harrer made a number of interesting observations regarding Ti
betan sexual customs. He met women who lived simultaneously
with two or three husbands.9 In one case there was a woman who
was wife to three brothers. She seemed perfectly content, but one
day a traveler stopped at their tent, and she fell in love with him.
Without a second thought, the couple eloped to Lhasa.’° Harrer
mentions a Tibetan noblewoman who was “the first woman in Ti
bet to refuse to marry her husband’s brothers simply because it was
the traditional custom,” andJer crusade for human rights.” Wid
ows and widowers could marry again after observing a short period
of mourning.’3 Prostitutes were common in Lhasa, Harrer wrote,
and venereal disease widespread.’3 He was amazed at the cavalier
fashion with which the Tibetans treated sex. All of his Tibetan male
friends, including high-ranking abbots, continually advised him to
take at least one female companion.’4 Homosexuality was an ac
cepted practice in the monasteries.” A monk and a nun transgressed
their vows, the nun became pregnant, and when the child was born
they murdered it. The guilty pair were found out and sentenced to
be flogged and exiled for their grave crimes. During the public flog
ging, however, the crowd pleaded with and then bribed the authori
ties to reduce the number of lashes. Onlookers also showered the
pair with gifts of money and food, getting their exile off to a com
fortable start.’6
A recent autobiography by a Tibetan noblewomen, an ardent
life-long Buddhist, provides us with a perspective on Tibetan mar
riage customs.” The offspring of a “nun” and a powerful govern
ment official, this Tibetan lady was first married at age sixteen to a
man who had already taken two of her older sisters to wife. She was
reluctant to marry but decided to do so because of difficult family
circumstances (her father had been assassinated); also, her husband
promised to release her if she found a suitable younger man.
After bearing her first husband a child, she was introduced to a
young diplomat as a prospective mate. When they decided to wed,
she discontinued conjugal relations with her first husband in order

not be pregnant at the time of the second marriage ceremony. (It is
not clear whether or not she obtained an official divorce from her
first husband.) Her young child was left with the first husband to
raise. She grew fond of her new husband and made a personal vow
of monogamy, without requesting a similar vow from him. At any
rate, he took no more wives, and the pair spent their life together in
monogamy.
As we can see from the Tibetan example, it is clear that the type
of sexual relationship an individual enters into has no direct bearing
on his or her ability to practice Buddhism.
Regarding the practical side of sex and marriage, the Tibetans
were realistic. Tibetan doctors, for example, usually questioned pa
tients in detail about their sex lives before making a diagnosis. They
saw an active sex life as imuortatt for good health and general wellorders.” Undue Suppression of sperm.

penile diseases, cutaneous swelling, fever, palpitation of the heart,
painful limbs, enlarged testicles, difficulty in passing urine, impo
tence, bad eyesight, and weakening of the internal organs!” One
Tibetan medical text recommends the following schedule for sexual
intercourse: two or three times a day in winter (sperm count in
creases in that season); every two days in spring and autumn; once
every fifteen days in summer?’
In the biography of Yuthong. one of the pioneers of Tibetan
medicine, there are several interesting sections regarding sex. Yu—
thong, a celibate monk for nearly eighty years, had a vision in
which a 4äkini counseled, “In order to become a true physician you
must take a consort.” Yuthong married a beautiful sixteen—year—old
maid (of course!) and fathered a boy at age ninety and a girl (whom
he named “joyful”) at age ninety-five.2’
Yuthong had a nun patient who was tormented by sexual desire;
she consulted him when the radish that she was using for a dildo
broke off inside her. Yuthong instructed her on how to redirect her
sexual impulses, but it was no use. Finally he simply told her to
sleep with a man and forget about being a nun. She followed his
prescription and was cured completely)2
An ascetic monk came to Yuthong complaining of extreme fa
tigue, splotchy skin, swollen limbs, acute headaches, and difficulty
breathing.

“What is the matter with mc?” he cried in anguish.
Yuthong replied, “By not drinking beer you have become emaci
ated and developed dropsy; by staying out of the sun you have dam
aged your skin; by not eating salt you have weakened your bones;
by avoiding women you have allowed your penis to shrivel. Have
a good dose of beer, sunlight, salt, and women, and you will
recover.””

Similarly, during the annual Monlom festival in Lhasa there was
an unofficial “dispensation” for monks24 and nuns, and many
of
them sated themselves with beer and sex. And when asked
by a for
eigner why Tibetans freely donated their children to monas
teries, a
father replied with a smile, “We are simply returning the
sons who
were fathered by the monks with our wives.”5
As related in detail in chapter 2, a sizable portion of Buddh
ist
literature is devoted to denigrating marriage as a fate worse
than
death. In reality, however, even puritan Buddhists recognized
the
value of marriage. As a young man in his twenties, a wester
n Bud
dhist received this sage advice from a Chinese elder:
Yes, Buddhism enjoins chastity on adepts for the truly spiritu
al life—
monks and very strict laymen. All the same, it can do you
more harm
than good. Most young men who keep themselves strictly
chaste find
themselves visited by sexual fantasies and torturing longin
gs which are
worse for them than occasional visits to the flower—houses,
while mar
riage is far better still.
Perfect chastity is dangerous, unless you
really have mastered such longings. Buddhism does not enjoin
enforced
chastity, which is the road to madness, but the gradual master
y of de
sire.
That is why I wish you would consider gctting married.
Do accept this friendly warning from one Buddhist to anothe
r—the
conquest of desire’s modes of expression is worthless until you have
con
quered desire itself. To enforce chastity upon yourself is insuffi
cient and
exceedingly dangerous besides. You must aim at so master
ing your de
sires that they have no power to torment you. This, unless you
are a
budding Bodhisattva, will take you so long that it is far, far
better for
you to get married in the meantime.”
.

.
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And even though puritan Buddhists did their best
to describe
love and marriage in the bleakest possible terms, tender
love stories
and examples of happy marriages are found everywhere
in the Bud
dhist tradition. In addition to those noted previously, here
are a few
more Buddhist tales of love and romance:
In Buddha’s time there was the devoted couple known
as “Na
kula’s parents.” The father once declared to Buddha that ever
since
he had taken her as a child bride, he had not transgressed agains
t his
wife, even in thought—” My sole wish is to be united
with her for
ever, in this world and the next.” When Buddha heard the
wife
echo the same sentiments regarding her husband, he announced
to
his followers:
“This husband and wife are indeed well—matched—well-matched
in faith, well—matched in virtue, well—matched in generosity,
well—
matched in goodness, well-matched in wisdom. A perfect pair and
a wonderful example of wedded bliss, surely they will be togethe
r
for eternity, enjoying great felicity.””

It is a widely held belief in the East that couples deeply in love
have been partners in their previous lives as well. This was certainly
thought so of Gotama and Yaodharã, who were said to have been
paired in a variety of previous human and animal incarnations.TM In
Japan, the notion of perpetual union was very strong. A popular
Japanese folk song contains this verse:
Love has nothing to do with reason;
Our love-knot was tied long ago in a former life.
Japanese women often became nuns upon the death of their hus
bands and lovers, vowing to remain chaste until they joined their
partners again in the next world.
What are the sexual ethics of Buddhism?
Throughout the Buddhist world a set of precepts, somewhat
similar to the Ten Commandments of the Bible, are widely ob
served, at least in principle. One of those precepts is “To refrain
from sexual misconduct.”37 In puritan Buddhism this is interpreted
very narrowly for monks and nuns: no sexual activity of any kind.
for any reason.
Non-monastic Buddhists made the same pledge. presumably this
meant that single men and women should be celibate, but in actual
practice parents married off their children at such early ages in the
East that the problem of”premarital” sex never became much of an
issue. Since marriage or sexual bonds to more than one person was
an option for Buddhists (in some cultures), chastity for mature
males basically consisted of avoiding sex with the following kinds
of women: minors, close relatives, girls under the protection of
their parents. betrothed girls, women married to other men, adul
terous women, female convicts, and, of course, nuns. While not
stated explicitly, a similar unwritten code was in force for women.
An interesting feature of Buddhism is that courtesans are recorded
as faithfully observing all the precepts—and one, as we have seen in
chapter 3, was evcn the heroine of a sutra. Evidently, because their
occupation was an accepted one, their professional behavior was
not classified as sexual misconduct, and one Buddhist courtesan is
even praised as “always giving the customer his money’s worth.”39
Although there may have been superstitious or cultural reasons
for avoiding certain kinds of sexual behavior in some Buddhist
communities, there are no formal prohibitions against sex acts
conducted between consenting, nonmonastic, heterosexual adult
A
. couples (or, for that matter, between humans a9tpperativ
e ani—
n .4° There is, however, a special Buddhi’t hell rdserved for
rapis4&,_ptderasts. and other &thinals.”
ad
Un ike other world religions that possess elaborate theologies of

marriage, Buddhism has very little to say abou
t the subject, consid
ering marriage (and divorce) a matter of secu
lar concern. This is in
keeping with the earliest traditions. Buddha is men
tioned as having
attended wedding ceremonies, but only as
a guest, never a priest
who sanctifies the union.42 In some areas Bud
dhist priests may bless
the newlyweds, but in other places—Tibet, for
exam
presence of a Buddhist priest at a wedding cerem ple—the mere
ony is thought to
bring bad luck.43 In old Japan, most Buddhis
t couples preferred to
take their marriage vows at Shinto shrines.
A few texts list the types of wives that a man
may have: mur
derous, deceitful, domineering, motherly,
sisterly. friendly, and,
best ofalL jibseryiçn. The first three type are
s
evil women doomed
to perdition. The second four are a good find)
” Wives bring five
strengths to a marriage: (sexual) attractive
ness, wealth, virtue,
vigor, and the ability to bear children. All these
, however, can be
negated by one strength of the husband—auth
ority. (Hence the five
woes ofa female: having to leave home at a tend
er age, menstruation,
pregnancy, childbirth, and having to wait on a man
.)45
Sometimes monogamy is recommended, One
of the chief at
tributes of a Buddhist man, one text states, is
“to be content with
just one wife” (with the stipulation that he
is not subject to her
will).4’ On the other hand, when Buddha was
asked by a father, “I
have four daughters with four suitors. They
asked me to pair them.
One of the suitors is a distinguished older man
, one is very hand
some, one is virtuous, and one is of noble birth
. What should I do?”
“Give all four to the virtuous suitor,” Buddha
instructed. “A vir
tuous man is always the best kind of husband and
he will make your
daughters happy.””
Another text briefly outlines the duties ofan
exemplary Buddhist
couple. The husband should give his wife cour
tesy and respect,
be faithful to her, share authority, and provide
her with all things
pleasing to a woman.’ The wife, for her part,
should be the first to
rise in the morning and the last to retire at nigh
t. She should possess
a sweet and gentle manner and be a tireless
homemaker, a careful
manager of the household finances, and a char
ming hostess.49 This
traditional patriarchal view of marriage, foun
d the world over, is of
course not an essential part of Buddhism.
Divorce is rarely mentioned in Buddhist litera
ture. One layman
in Buddha’s time decided to embrace celibacy and
relinquished his
marriage vows to his four wives. When he
asked them what they
wanted in terms of a settlement, one said, “Give
me to Mr. So—and—
sol” The man was summoned, and the first husb
and performed a
simple ceremony to bind the new couple together.
5° There is an ex
ample of a young wife leaving her philandering husb
and to become

a nun. Even though he completely ignored her while they were
married, the husband one day realized what he had lost and wanted
her back. “Sorry,” she told him. “I’m perfectly happy the way F
am.
In Japan there was a Buddhist temple called Tokei—ji where
abused wives could seek shelter from their brutish husbands. The
women were given sanctuary for three years, serving as lay nuns,
and then they could obtain a legal divorce.
There is a reference to a married woman committing adultery in
her heart—she had lustful designs on a king who drove by in pro
cession—but when she confessed to her Buddhist elders, they as
sured her that thoughts do not constitute a sin. (Nevertheless, she
still felt that she had tarnished her virtue.)’2
Buddhist sexual ethics are both situational and absolute. Each
sexual encounter is unique, with a special network of contributing
factors. It is the motive, not the act itself, which must be ethical.
In sharp contrast to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, in which
sexual relations are regulated in detail, Buddhist moralists focused
on the essentials. Jiun, a monk who was a master of both Shingon
and Zen Buddhism, was renowned for his strict observance of the
precepts. Yet his commentary on the pledge “To refrain from sex
ual misconduct” is anything but a prudish harping on what human
beings can and cannot do when they make love:
Look for liberation in the midst of the realm of samsara. As the Zen
Master Rinzai [Lin—chi] stared, “Cling to the sacred and disdain the pro
fane and you will be sunk in the ocean of life and death forever.” Since

male and female elements exist, they must possess virtue. Because there
are men and women, passion naturally exists. It is foolish to say that pas
sion is “nothing.” Passion is a useful tool for attaining enlightenment.
Realize this and all your actions will be stainless. Men and women be
long together; together they can proceed on the true Path. This is the
meaning of”To refrain from sexual misconduct,”
If the act of sex is consummated selflessly and with compassion,

ifit is mutually enriching and ennobling, If it deepens one’s under
standing of Buddhism, promotes integration and spiritual emanci
pation, and is, above all, beneficial to all the parties involved, it is
“good.” If, on the contrary, sex erupts from animal passion, is
based purely on physical pleasure, and originates in the desire to
possess, dominate, or degrade, it is “evil.”
The one absolute standard is that no one involved be harmed or
deceived in any way. “In certain cases, a Bodhisattva, relying on
skillful means, may destroy life, take what is not given, commit

sexual misconduct, and drink intoxicants, but a Bodhisattva must
never lie or deceive others, for that violates the reality of things.”

Whenever there is a sex scandal in a Buddhist community—and
there have been many over the centuries—the primary cause of
the trouble is sure to be deceit: people deceiving their disciples,
families, and friends, deceiving their communities, and lying to
themselves.
Regarding the ethics of sex, love, and marriage, good Buddhists
have always relied on this essential moral standard:
heart is P”St3ILShJngLitLwqrworIdwdibepure.
When this is true, even lust may win us enlightenment)
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imagined Jesus or the Buddha or Moses or any
figure as asexual or as speaking against sex.
religious
great
other
Nor, having lived the monastic life for many years as a young man,
do I think that spiritual dedication, even to the extent of taking a
vow of celibacy, is necessarily a statement against sex or precludes a
sexual life. The only way such assumptions could be entertained
would be if sex were understood in purely biological terms— mate
rialistically. If we allow sex any meaning at all beyond the literal and
biological, then the monk and Jesus and other spiritual figures may
be perceived as filly sexual beings and the life of the spirit in fill
accord with sexuality
Followers of many religions, of course, often see a conflict
between the spirit and the body, and they assume that the renunci
ation of intercourse implies ajudgment against sex. For several years
I ate in a monastic refectory beneath a painting that showed Jesus
naked without genitals. Apparently this unnatural presentation was
preferable to the image of the human body as God created it.
In this anxious warfare between spirituality and sex, the spiritual
inclination is to strive for a life without sex, or with sex subdued—
witness the many stories of those who became saints by success
hilly overcoming the temptations of the flesh. But this imbalance
may create a tormenting preoccupation with sex, making sex the
focus of all that is not spiritual. Then sex becomes the chief target of
moralism, which, from a certain point of view, is nothing but spiri
tuality trying vehemently to be disconnected from body and soul, to
deny the dcsires and needs that press from within and without as
though they were merely biological and therefore to be transcended,
We try to diminish the role of sex, and in doing so make it the
biggest thing in life. And then sex, of all things, becomes disen
chanted.
HAVE NEVER

Sex and Carnival
If we turn to religion to find models of enchantment, we discover
several curious ways that sex enters ritual and daily religious life. In
some traditions, for example, certain days are set aside for complete

release from all sexual inhibitions and loyalties.The resulting orgies
provide divine power to the participants, who are believed to be
engaged in a tnily holy act.
A more restrained yet still carnival re-visioning of sexual prac
tices took place in the communal marriage of the Oneida
Community of upstate New York In the early nineteenth century,
John Humphrey Noyes led this community of about four hundred
people in a “complex” marriage in which any community member
might have sex with another member, provided they sought the
mediation of a third party. In the Oneida Community it was con
sidered scandalous for two people to be emotionally involved with
each other in any exclusive way, and if found out, they were sepa
rated and sent off to satellite homes.
These religious practices correspond to sentiments that many
people express as a desire for anonymous sex or release from the
limitations of marriage vows. Over half the American population,
according to some studies, engage in extramarital sex, and so one is
tempted to conclude that something in the most dedicated people
desires sex outside marriage. Pornography often shows a similar
interest in group sex, so that sexually explicit magazines echo cer
tain ancient religious practices, and pornography casts its spell as
carnival too, a release from the constraints of civilized mores.
The most common response to these fantasies of sexual libem
tion takes the form of moralism: “How can we keep these desires in
check?” the moralist asks. “How can we free ourselves from the
shackles of traditional mores?” the libertine asks. An alternative
would be to explore the mystery of traditional practices of carnival
and its modern traces in pornography and personal fantasies, with
out being limited by either the moralistic way of repression or the
unreflective way of acting out.
Many people entertain two competing desires: one for the secu
rity and comfort of a marriage, and the other for nonmarital plea
sures. The old religious practices of carnival suggest that there is
some real power to be found in breaking away from the socially
approved patterns of marriage, and yet religion has also been the
chief source for the protection of marriage vows.
The only way I can imagine affirming both carnival and vow is
by not taldng either in plain, literal terms. Religious orgies take
place in the context of ritual, which is a heightened form of imagi
nation. Nothing in ritual is to be taken at a plain, literal level.

Indeed, in these rituals ceremonial intercourse rakes
place between
the human person and a divine figure, and the fertility
sought is not
personal but is rather the well-being of the farm or
the family. Sex
is not to be understood only as two individuals expres
sing their
love; the community and the cosmos are involved as well.
These ancient religious practices, combined with curren
t sexual
problems, offer two hints as to how we might re-enchant
sex in our
own lives: one, pay more attention to ritual, and two,
find ways to
“sexualize” our community and the culture at large.
A prerequisite
for both of these approaches is a rejection of materialistic,
biologi
cal, and behaviorist attitudes toward sex, and the return
of sex as
magic.
A ritual is an act that is performed primarily for its
symbolic and
imagistic import and for its effect on the soul. I grab
a quick sand
wich one day, but another day I go to a special
restaurant to cele
brate an anniversary The meal at the restaurant probab
ly will have
more of a ritual quality than the sandwich, although
even that could
be a simple ritual. Discussions about sex often focus
on its parallel
with hunger, and we tend to speak of it in biological
terms, stressing
the physical aspects of sex and moral issues of respon
sibility and
mutuality.
But sex is a ritual, too, and as such speaks for the
needs and
desires of the soul. As we make sex mainly a medica
l and moral
issue, we lose track of its soul, because any human act stripp€ f
á its
ritual aspects becomes materialistic and therefore prob
lernatc.
We might expect that as we neglect the soul in sex,
we wnder
into exaggerated forms that will be difficult to reconcile
with
morality and community We will also force it out of marriage
and
stable relationships, as it seeks its necessary carnival expression.
To counter the tendency to keep sex under the rubric of
hygiene,
we could find ways to keep imagination alive in all sexual
matters.
Without rushing to judgment, we could consider the fantasies
we
and others entertain about sex. We could have some empathy
for
those caught between their monogamous ideals and their
polyga
mous passions, and recognize that an individual’s sexual
problems
are often a reflection of society’s failures. We could acknow
ledge
that sex is a great mystery and, in spite of all the studies available
on
the subject, we don’t know how deep its roots lie in the soul or what

its ultimate place in life is. We could turn to writers and artists and
to the world’s religions for insight, but most of all for images of sex
that present it to us for our contemplation, rather than for moraliz
ing and medicahzing.

Sacred Sex
In Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus describes how he made the bed for
himself and Penelope from a living olive tree, which became the
bedpost, and decorated it with gold, silver, and ivory. “Then I lashed
it with thongs of oxhide, dyed bright with purple.” This detailed
aesthetic attention to the bed, presented at the crucial point where
Odysseus is finally united with his wife after years of wandering,
indicates the mystery, as well as the cosmic and ritual elements, of
their sexual love. Odysseus builds their bed from and around the
cosmic tree, showing the mysterious and infinite dimensions of
their sexuality. In a related way, Augustine refers to another aspect
of the cosmic tree, when he describes the cross of Jesus as a mar
riage bed, an allusion that Jung takes note of in his exploration of
the mystery of conjunction, the challenging and elusive reconcilia
tion ofopposites.These obscure references lead us to think of sex in
much more embracing terms than we usually do.
In modern life, we have gone a long way in just the opposite
direction: rather than focusing on the ritual and holy aspects of this
great mystery, we reduce sex materialistically to the body and inter
personal relationships. As Augustine suggests, what goes on in the
marriage bed isa union ot great consequence to thworld. We tend
to see marital problems as caused by the fast pace of the modem
world, but we might also understand that the marriage bed is what
makes culture. If we could live a holy sex life, we might be able to
flve together with nature and in community a goal anthropologists
describe as the essence of many sexual rituals.
Jung offers further insight into sex in his essay “On Psychic
Ener4” He tells an anthropological story about the Wachandi
people of Australia. In their ritual they dig a hole in the ground,
oval in shape and edged with bushes to look like female genitalia.
The men dance around this hole with spears in their hands held to
look like erect penises. During the ceremony they aren’t allowed to

look at a woman, so that, as Jung comments, they wont be dis
tracted from the illusion that the hole is actually a sexual orifice. In
Jung’s explanation, this ritual is a “magical act for the purpose of
transferring libido to the earth, whereby the earth acquires a special
psychic value and becomes an object of expectation.” He goes on to
describe a farmer having intercourse with his wife on a spring night
in the fields of his farm. “The instinctual energy becomes closely
associated with the field, so that the cultivation of it acquires the
value of a sexual act.”
One often reads about such rituals carried out to ensure the fer
tility of the fields, butJung adds some insight into the nature of the
ritual, highlighting the directing of libido or interest to the fields, so
that farmer and field will have a relationship of desire and fmitflil
ness. Pm interested in extending the idea to suggest a “sexualiza
tion” of daily life, whereby our sexual lives at home would spill over
into our work and community activity, which then would be carried
out with “libido,” with desire and pleasure. In a philosophy of
enchantment, these are central ingredients in every act, because
there is a close connection between eros and enchantment. Just as
we might be enchanted with another person and be filled with
desire and pleasure, so we might experience a parallel interaction
with nature and culture.

The World Is a Sex Object
The pink plastic toys sold in sex shops and the overt sexual designs
of bottles and other products may not just increase personal plea
sure but also sexualize the plastic. Just as traditional people shape
the earth to look like a sexual organ, and the earth is thereby made
fertile and sexual, so when we take plastic and shape it erotically, we
may be trying to give our plastic world some sexual energy The
more plastic our culture becomes, the less sexual interest it has,
because sensuality and real material go hand in hand.
Just as the farmer and his wife bring desire to the fields with
their love and pleasure, we could take our sexual feelings into the
world and live a more sensuous, more intimate life. The eroticiza
tion ofworkwas the goal ofWilliam Morris, who time after time in

his lectures advocated what might sound like a utopian view. A fac
tory, for instance, “besides turning out goods useftil to the commu
nity will provide for its own workers work light induration, and not
oppressive in kind,.
amusing relaxation.
leisure.
beauty
of surroundings, and the power of producing beauty” There is no
reason why a workplace should not be a place of beauty, intimacy,
pleasure, and desire—sexual values. Our homes and cities, too,
could take on some of the qualities of the marriage bed, becoming
“bedroom communities” in a sexual sense.
I often find myself sitting on an uncomfortable public bench or
wandering in the labyrinth of a vast public building, wondering if
the makers of these places had ever heard of the human body I was
struck by a scene in a film on Glenn Gould in which the Canadian
pianist stands on a modernistic angular glass skyway and says: “This
is craziness.” Does an architect ever ask the question: “Will this
foyer be sensual? Will it give its visitors pleasure?” The pleasure
question is an important one and could be the most direct route to
enchantment, because the line between sex and enchantment is
thin.
If we don’t live in a sexual world, then we place all our sexual
expectations on a personal lover, and sexual love simply can’t thrive
in such a loaded and desexualized context, Time after time in ther
apy I listen to people trying to sort out their feelings_of desire and
sensuality in terms ot their spouse or lover, They rarely consider the
sexual nature of their work, their homes, or their experience of
nature. In their sacred dance, the Wachandi honor a profound mys
tery: the fact that the earth has sex organs. They reveal that the
earth itself is sexual, and that the human experience ofsex embraces
both persons and the world.
Those who work the earth in their gardens or on their farms,
who take daily walks deep in the forests while doing theirjobs, who
fish in the sea and know intimately the taste of the brine and the
smell of fish, who cut and shape wood by the feel of their fingers
and the aroma of sap—these people have a sexual relationship to
the earth that transcends in its own way the abstract knowledge of
books and quantitative studies, as weli as hyperproductive factories
and cool offices. Whenever I pass a field ofhay or grass that has just
been cut, especially in the cool sunset of the evening, lam taken out
of time and filled with a pleasure that brings my childhood directly
.
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into the present and far a moment erases all concern for current
problems and preoccupations. This is enchantment, and it is largely
a sexual experience, involving aromas, memories, and sensations:
Ifwe live in this world with a body that we love and honor, reflis
ing to chastise it from too exalted a spiritual position, then we may
discover how sex gives enchantment its foundation. We may learn
that there is a wide spectrum of sexual experience, from the courte
san to the nun, from the man sowing his oats to the monk. We may
discover in this expansive sense of sexuality that the forms sex takes
differ remarkably from individual to individual and from one time
in life to another. If we live in daily intimacy with the world around
us, we may be less anxious in setting limits around everyone else’s
sexual odysseys and learn to tolerate this mystery that, as the
Jungian analyst Adolf Guggenbuhi-Craig says with saving swb
bornness, has no discernible meaning or limits.
When it is carried out without efforffiil intentions, power stmg
gles, and obsession, sex can be an exploration of the soul. Imper
fections will always be present to some degree—I want to keep in
mind Guggenbuhl-Craig’s advice that sex offers no easy explana
tions—but we could find a way out of disenchanted sex, where nil
garity has replaced beauty and pragmatism stands in the way of
pleasure.

The Imagination ofSex
The Greeks saw all of the gods and goddesses as sexual and there
fore all sex as holy in a variety of ways. The Greek imagination
could teach us how to imagine our own sexuality through, for
example, the image of Aphrodite. In mythology Aphrodite trea
sures the accoutrements of sex: pet-Rime, clothing, beds, jewelry,
and private places of rendezvous. Aphrodite renders them sacred
and flu of imagination, in contrast to our tendency to find some
thing immoral or inconsequential in them. When all the details are
right, her daimonic presence is summoned, a spell is cast, and the
temenos of sexual pleasure is established. If the details are not right,
and the context and materials of sex have been reduced to moralism
or biology, Aphrodite surely will not appear and yet without her,

sex is impossible, or becomes disenchanted. This common condi
tion inspires a wide range of sex problems and therapies, but I can
imagine an approach to sex therapy based entirely on the mythol
ogy of Aphrodite and primarily concerned with technologies of
enchantment.
Many different spirits set the tone under which sex can play
itself out. The myth of Aphrodite appeals to me most, but I appre
date the lure in Jesus, the Buddha, and Krishna as well. Jesus espe
daily brings a spirit of unlimited tolerance (the woman caught in
adultery), sensuous ritual (the wedding at Cana), and gentle, inti
mate love (his beatitudes)— excellent virtues in developing the soul
of a sexual life. The Buddha sees the spiritual deeply embedded in
ordinary life and easily finds holiness in sex. Krishna is honored
regularly in erotic settings and receives the love of his followers, the
gopis, with grace and beauty
If we aim only at a sentimental imagination of sex, we will lose
its soul there as well. Sex takes us not only to the green meadows of
Krishna but also to the dank underworld haunts of Hades and
Persephone. Other fruithil and enchanting images of sex are not so
sweet, like those I explore in my book Dark Eros—the rituals of
power, dominance, and impersonal pleasure.
Sex is one of the most powerflil and fruitM sources of enchant
ment available to us, and maybe that is why we are so driven to its
moments ot ecstasy, a rare time when we can lose ourselves, allow
ourselves to be caught in a spell and become fiffly enchanted. Loss
of consciousness and intention is a state the soul longs for, and this
is why, perhaps, mystics so often compare their religious ecstasy to
the enchantment of sex. But ifwe wish to keep the enchantments of
sex in our lives, we may have to rebuff those influences in modern
life that reduce sex to personalistic or mechanistic explanations. We
may have to go to extremes to surround our sexuality with poetry,
delights of dress and color, and all forms of imagination. These are
ways foreign to a world soberly focused on its medicine and morals,
but close to the spirits that give sex its vitality and enchantment.
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SEX AND SOCIETY
For some people, findings about earlier societies that were more peaceful and
equitable—in other words, societies that oriented more to the partnership
model—are shocking. But actually, we have long had information about the
existence of societies where women were not dominated by men and where
qualities and actions still stereotypically labeled as “feminine” (whether they
reside in women or men) were highly valued.
To begin with, when archeology was just emerging as a science in the nine
teenth-century, archaeologists found thit for thousands of years there were
societies where a Great Goddess was worshiped—although, as noted above,
they mislabeled the societies as matriarchies. But long before then, we had
many clues to the existence of these societies- In fact, we find these clues in
some of the world’s best-known and most ancient stories. Talking about these
stories is a good way of spreading awareness about our hidden partnership
heritage—and showing that we have alternatives for our future.
The best-known story in Western civilization is the story of Adam and
Eve. What does it tell us? It tells us that there was a time when woman and
man lived in harmony with one another and with nature. Where was it? It was
in a garden. Of course, the Neolithic societies, the first agrarian societies,
planted the first gardens on this earth.
The story speaks of an Earthly Paradise. This does not mean that these
early societies were ideal. Only by comparison with what came later, after the
shift to the dominator model, were they remembered as ideal in folk memory.
That same story also gives us clues to this shift—which the archaeological
evidence shows took place during a very violent, chaotic period in our prehis
tory; beginning in Europe and the Middle East about 5,000 years ago. In this
story, we learn that when Eve seeks knowledge independently, a male deity
decrees that henceforth woman be subservient to man. And in the very next
story, the story of Cain and Abel, we learn that now brother kills brother. So
there it is: war and the war of the sexes, the shift to the dominator model.
\X’hen I was a child, I always wanted to know what it was like before the
henceforth” spoken of in the Bible. And once again we can find clues to that
if we look at some of our earliest stories. A particularly revealing source are
some of the first known writings of Western civilization: the writings from
ancient Sumer called the Hymns of manna.

[nanna was the Sumerian Queen of Heaven and Earth, the goddess of
love and procreation. In the Hymns of manna we read of her sacred marriage
to the god-king Dumuzi. It is an erotic, sacred hymn, sexual and tender. We
read, “He put his hand in her hand. He put his hand to her heart. Sweet is the
sleep of hand-to-hand. Sweeter still the sleep of heart-to-heart.”
This then was a story that celebrated the pleasures of love, the pleasures
of sex, the pleasures of the body as part of sacred literature! But by the time
the Hymns of manna were rendered to cuneiform—inscribed on clay tablets
(which is why they were preserved)—there was great disequilibrium through
out the fertile regions of the world. Wave after wave of nomadic pastoralist
invasions were coming in from the more arid, less hospitable areas of
the
globe, areas where, if you will, the Earth was not a good mother. And after
each wave, after the destruction they brought, when civilization resumed
its
course, it was in a very different direction: in a dominator rather than partner
direction.
This is manifested by the myths that we begin to get later (though we
don’t have space to go into them here, many can be found in Sacred Pleasure
and The Chalice and the Blade). Suffice it to say that by the end of the Middle
Ages, some very peculiar things had happened to the ancient sacred marriage
between the Goddess and her divine partner.
OUR DOMINATOR INHERITANCE
What we now find is not called the sacred marriage but the mystical marriage.
And this mystical marriage is very different from the ancient sacred marriage
in two critical respects. First, the role of the Goddess—the female part—has
been completely written out. It is now a mystical marriage between an allpowerful male god and his male priesthood.
As Luther wrote, “God chose for his son the Church as his bride.” And
when individual mystics write about this mystical marriage, they also write of
it as a very unequal union. Most of these mystics whose writings we have
were men, so again, it is still a marriage between males, with no females in it.
But there is another drastic change—one also characteristic of a shift from
partnership to domination. Now instead of celebrating the pleasures of the
body, the pleasures of sex, the pleasures of love, these mystics write about
punishing the body, about violence to the body’, about control and domina
tion over the body. They flagellate themselves, they wear hairshirts, they lie
on beds of nails, they tattoo their bodies with hot irons. In short, they tor
ment their bodies—but they still write about all of this in erotic terms.
‘-C’

So we see that a radical transformation of both myth and reality has taken
place. We see that the shift from a partnership to a dominator model of human
relations has resulted in what I have called the pleasure to pain shift. It is this
dominator baggage that we need to leave behind if we are to reclaim sex, love,
power; and pleasure, if we are to reclaim what we humans most want and
need: caring connections, mutual relations where pleasure rather than pain
can be primary.
Now before going further, I want to clarify what I mean when I say plea
sure. I’m not talking about pleasure in that frantic sense of “fun” through
which people, in an addictive sense, compulsively seek escape from pain in
dominator societies. I am talking about pleasure in the sense of satisfying what
we all deeply yearn for, both women and men—which is love, caring, mutually
satisfying intimate relations, and a feeling of safety—which you can never have
in a dominator relationship. A dominator relationship is a lose-lose game for
everybody. Not only do the dominated ftel unsafe, but so do those who domi
nate because of this volcano underneath them, and also because there is always
the danger of other dominators displacing them. With this mind-set, all you
get is the mentality of: If I don’t control, somebody will control me.
This myth that the only alternative to being dominated is to do the
dominating is, of course, one of the cornerstones of the system that we are
trying to leave behind. Which is why it is so important for us to reexamine
how, with the shift from a more partnership-oriented to a more dominatororiented way of living, came also a fundamental re-mything—a process
which, as I detail in my books, quite literally stood reality on its head. We
now find myths idealizing brutality and cruelty as “heroic” demeaning the
characteristics that were henceforth to be associated with women and “the
feminine” as “soft” and “wimpy,” that is, unsuitable for “real men.” We find
myths justifying at every turn in-group versus out-group thinking and
actions, as well as a social structure in which only a small elite of men con
trol the wealth and the mass of people live in poverty. In short, we find a
social structure in which the in-group of “mankind” and the out-group of
the female “other” is taught every child from earliest infancy as a template
for all other in-group versus out-group relations, be they the “superiority”
of a race, religion, or ethnic group over another.
None of what we have been examining is to say that we need to leave
everything in our myths behind. Rather, we need to carefully reexamine our
myths, using the templates of the partnership and dominator models. We need
to understand the historical context in ;vhich they arose. We then need to sort

out those elements we want to reinforce and those that we want to leave
behind.
From this new perspective, we can see that stories such as the expulsion of
the primal woman and man from Paradise for Eve’s “sin” in seeking knowl
edge independently have served to maintain a dominator model. The domina
tion of one half of humanity’ over another—now said to be divinely
ordained—serves as a model for all other rankings of domination. And just as
woman was presumably put on earth solely to serve and help man, this serves
as a model for relations between “superior” groups with other “inferior” or
“dangerous” groups which were, like women, presumably put on this earth
solely to serve their masters.
Moreover, we can also see that neither war nor the war of the sexes are
inevitable except in societies or periods orienting primarily to the dominator
rather than partnership model. The reexamining and sorting out of ancient
myths that have presented to us a dominator model as die only human possi
bility is one step to help accelerate the shift to a less painful, more peaceful,
equitable, and pleasurable way of living.
THE SHIFT FROM PAIN TO PLEASURE
There are many other things that we can and need to do in terms of personal
action and in terms of social and political action—because it is all melded
together—to accelerate this shift. Or, I should say, to complete this shift—
because we are already in it to some extent or we couldn’t be talking about
these kinds of things, or we would be burned at the stake.
A critical lesson is that in addition to being more peaceful, pleasure-ori
ented, and equitable, with a more nature-based and immanent spirituality, a
key part of the partnership configuration is that rather than being male-domi
nated, women themselves and the values we have been taught to associate
with women and the “feminine” are accorded high value.
Indeed, one of the central findings from my work is something that, once
articulated, seems perfectly self-evident. This is that the way that a society
organizes the relations between the two halves of humanity—which is what
women and men are—not only profoundly affects our day-to-day relations,
our life options as women and men; it also profoundly affects the kinds of
families we have (whether they are partnership or dominator oriented), the
kinds of religions we have, the kinds of laws, education, politics, economics—
and whether so-called feminine values and activities, such as nonviolence, car
ing for children, and cleaning up the environment, can be given economic
priority.
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There is no such’thing as harmless possession of kiddie porn
By Male Snyder
ruling that possession of child pornography is
The
now legal in British Columbia is ouU’ageous.
Mn Justice Duncan Shaw’s claim that “mildly erot
ic pornography has the effect of reducing sexual ag
gression against children” causes bewilderment.
How can an educated person believe that viewing
pornographic material involving children might di
minish cases of child abuse?
Shaw’s ruling raises three Issues: problems with
the law, problems with catharsis theory and prob
lems with child pornography.
Canadian legislation on child pornography needs
to be amended. According to the present law, a poem.
story or sketch that contains Images or imagery of a
child in a sexual situation is child pornography To
possess it is to be in immediate possession of child
pornography
It is disturbing that private diaries can be searched
for pornographic writing, if private writings could
potentially be made public
and even courtroom
we may need to stop chronicling our
evidence
dreams in case our sub-conscious breaks the law
But we are throwing the baby out with the bath wa
r by removing all legislation affecting possession of
nages. Robin Sharpe, the gentleman who convinced
thejudge of his rights, not only had his own writings
in his possession, but 10 photographs of naked boys.
We need some such law in place to maintain the thegal status of his activities.
Judge Shaw is concerned that pedophiles nced
pornography for “relief from their affliction.” In a
chat site for pedophiles on the Internet, one man re
lates that catalogues that show boys in their under
wear is porn to him, and he adds that he wishes these
catalogues would stop being made, We do not need to
legalize possession of images of child pornography
for pc-dophUes use.
This concern that pedophiles be able to “relieve
pont-up sexual tension” is misguided. Catharsis the
ory dates back to Freud and argues that aggression
builds up within people and demands some form of
release which can be either direct or vicarious. View
ing pornography, it follows, will release aggression
vicariousl; thusavoiding the need fordireci action.
However, since Freud’s day social psychologists
have refuted this theory Any social psychology text
will show that aggression will not be released vicari
ously, but quite the contrary
The mom a person views sexually deviant Images,
the mere likely that person will act in a sexually de
viant manner- Our bodies can be trained to respond
to stimuli through repeated use.
If catharsis theory is plausible, then with the rise
we have seen in the availability of pornography in
the past few decades, sexual abuses should be dc
creasing sharply Unfortunately as the United Na
tions report pointed out. ‘The number of sexually
abused children has risen to emergency levels”
Jtitlge Shaw speculates that ‘whether or not this
,mthartic effect outweighs the harm caused by the
possession of pornography is not known” Indeed it
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is known. The possession of photojraphs of children
in sexually explicit scenes is harmful at levels that
far outweigh the pleasure of few “afflicted” adults
who keep collections of materials but “make no
harmful use of pornography”
A child coerced or enticed to pose for a camera is
abused at the time of the incident as well as every,
time his or her image is used for an adult’s sexual
gratification- Years after the incident, as an adult,
this same child knows the photographs are still in
circulation.
Child pornography is a double ahuse. In the words
of Det.-lnsp. Bob Matthews, an Ontario Provincial
Police investigator who specializes in Internet
pornography “being captured on film and knowing
this permanent record is being distributed is often as
disturbing for children as the incident of, sexual
abuse being ifimed.”
Further, child pornography is often used by sexual
predators to convince children of the normalcy of
sex withadults. Sharpe contends that adult-child sex

is not harmful If there is consent, There is no such
thing as consensual sex with a child. Children simply
can’t possibly have enough knowledge or under
slanding of the situation to grasp what they are
agreeing to do.
Sharpe fears that “anti-porn laws deinonize those
interested in adult•child sex.” He laments that he
wants to be proud of who he Is and a law against pos
session of child pornography adversely affects his
self-esteem. Herein addicts may also want to be
proud of who they are, but it is still illegal to possess
heroin.
The bottom line is that harmless collectors of pho’
tographs of children in sexual situations are not
harmless, child pornography will not reduce the in
cidence of child abuse, and problematic legislation
on child pornography needs to be re-written, not
abolished, for the protection of future generations..
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:Porn doesn’t belong on the
emember that television ad for Labatt Blue
eaturing GeneraUon’Xers racing shopping
carts down busy city teets1 It was pulled off
the air after 21 people complained that It en
couraged recidess behaviour
Advertising Standards Canada claimed the
cart chase “appeared to be real, dangerous,
ex
citing and an inviting thing for anyone of any
agetotry’
,::
It Is incomprehensible
that consumers can pull
this much weight in a shop
ping cart shenanigans con
‘vers yet every da In
ry home and office
,red to the World Wide
Web, images of four-owone
sex. bestiality and all man
ner of harmful sexual expe
MARIE
riences too unseemly to
mention remain available for vlewlngpleasure,
Twenty-one complaints will not eradicate
these sites. These activities are real. The cre
ation of the materiat may he dangerous to the
women involved. U the images are motivationat theyare dangerous to women where,
Violent pornography on the inI4füt. whir’
may Invite reckless, dangerous bkMfi?,urflie
31
smoking may cause cancer), Ls-tcItted
laws which limit eoforceabtlitydters
qo
little more than placate the publi&tjst’1
10
Armed with a credit caz-d numbe
rndsig
nil1
cant spare time, any novice Web tiiceñ s&,
full-screen still photographs of a4tetjagan
,
In oral sex and intercourse. Will a
b!t o hunt
ing, two men copulating with a
panlee Is
available for perusal, And last fall, nteresled
parties couid watch the live sespal dbusegf,á
five-year-old girl until members
tntett’et ‘4
clubspecializsnginhard-coreki, e sorn
discovered and arrested,
There are more than 230,000 pornographic
sites for subscribers to absorb.
Pornogt’aphy is not just a picture, It is a prac
tice and a lifestyle. The Images on the Web are
not Images of mutually consenting adults
plea
suring one another, but of women being held
clown and forced to smile and appear to enjoy
being bound, unnaled on. Rued at even orlllcw
The photographs and films at once glorify and
tinjlerstale lhe pain nf the victims.
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A 198-I study by American researcher
Mur
ray Siraus discovered a direct corm,’ljmttc,n
be
‘CII readership of pornographic
ragazittes
cii state anti the number of ccxl ci as
sa Ills

--

In that state, Linking violence or cm
perceptboa of sexual pleasure proj
leoce as a sexual turn-on.
-The Band-Aid solution to the improper viete‘log of pornography on the Internet Is an “IC---chip” ‘vhlch could be updated regularly to
search for pornographIc Web sites entering an
owner’s computer, Parents and teachers can be
assured unsavoury sites are not being Investigated,
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But the problem Is not
just keeping porn from the
curious eyes of adoles
cents, but monitoring what
Is accessible to the porn industry’s target audience,
As one site attests, the In
ternet is “revolutionizing
the adult video Industry by

SNYDER

bringing thousands of the

holiest uncensored videos out of the video
store “back room” and onto your computer
screeo.”
Outsitle of the Web, 97 per ctnt of the pornog
rapis) ‘allable in Canada Is imported from
oherth
los, Films, books and magazines
kedetalñe4y.d screened at the border Offen’
ivé’prodLIcts,,by our Canadian standards, are
SOden
,
5The Wo
Wide Web is bordertess, Unencum
td by deá’1’aphtic or political boundaries,

‘
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berspnceis,anarchist, a place where the mdi
idda! h4’re reign, What co-workers or
ëigabout4W1th a penchant for porn are able
6’vfew or rdoce is not restricted by customs
Mttatives ‘I
,Tjere a, vs against violent lsoroography

51(5117,
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the Internet- But they are almost

rns’hih e’1d enforce, Searching “polite”
plfrjse&i7pgaiding children or animals and
porEbgrnphv on the Interoet signals a warning
that content being sought is illegal. However,
profane and creative searches do yield results.
David Colville cf the Car.adian kadie-televi.
slon add Telecommunications Commission

(CRTC) is icadiogheariags mb restricting new
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corned about slioppitig carts potentially being
driven on their slreets to take specific and di
rect action against an offending commercial, Is
is perplexing that there are not tens of thou
sands of people taking actioo against violent
pornographic images becoming accessible to
the world.
Is tho fear of ceosorship with slippery-slope
arguments to blame? It is possihie to oblilci’ale
violent pern ‘without it infringiog on tho enjot’
ment of erotica, A I lie can be drawis between
the two cain ps ha sod 0151 rIme consent, mutual

media, A report of the findings Is expected to
be released in June, But the CRTC seems to be
leaning against regulating content on the Inter

pleasure and an absence of cruelt); for in
stance.

bs,sioosses tu other countries that do not have
regttlatiuos, Refusing to regulate anti monitnr
Web sites effectively condones the glorification
of violence, rape, pedophdia anti L’estmalit:
Tue nit- alto people wet-c s tiffi c ir’zt ti) cnn-

pressed slopping a general outrage? Accepting
tlse flltning of m,tiltful, tlegt’atling activities in a
sexual context is not necessar) to an active.
z:tssianate 50X life.
Perhaps the public’s quiet tolerance of the
zom’mtogl-atillic itimlu,,tm-- is because it is too

net for fear of sending sen-tee providers and
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Or Is the fear of appearing sexually re

stctat to tHe ,tcass

painful to ackitewtetlge and pos
sibly too monolithic to effec
changes, But placid acceptance
Is a poor alternative.
As the technology to pro
duce and distribute porno
graphic Rims and pho’
tographs to homes and of
fices worldwide Is being

perfecled. surely ttte ca
pacity to ir,onitor and
delele the images at
source across phone and
caine lines can be ade
qualely developed in all
equally timely fashion,
ji lotte Snider of It ‘oterloo,

o It igIi school teoclme,: is c-:lmm.
j,lt’tinst 0 ,tmos:cr cdt-arc’ in
ligiou rmsic! cuIiu,-e or 1l’njid
1_out’a’t’ Unit eta/fl:

-
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ON NON-VIOLENT PORNOGRAPHY AND ROMANCE NOVELS
if pornography is necessary, Wit fills a need in our society, then it must be restricted
to non-violent depictions of sexual activities. But why is pornography needed? Or
romance novels for that matter? Playboy and Penthouse arc the top selling magazines and
romance novels account for 400/c of paperback sales. Christensen claims that these needs
are due to the “unfortunate fact that on average, men’s and women’s needs in regard to
love/companionship and sex are not well matched” (38). 1 imagine the situation is not quite
this simple.
Accepting, for the sake of argument, Christensen’s stance that on average men need
sex more than women and women need romance more than men, the fact that both men
and women resort to fantasy is a trend that needs an explanation beyond the notion that
people’s realities are not meeting the ideals bid out in the carefully crafted words and
images of pornography and romance navels. Pethaps these needs arise from changes in
society which have created a mass of passive viewers, excessively independent from one
another, who individually crave mass communication on this plane.
What pornography and romance novels offer passive viewers is an opportunity to
be satisfied without responsibility. Even if sex and romance arc available in real life, the
media grati1’ the need for the most amazing sex/romance attainable only in fantasy in a
non-reciprocal relationship. I might not want someone in real life to lavish me with
attention, they could expect all that attention to be returned, and I’m just too busy. Sexual
and romantic desires can be indulged with a turn of a page free from expectations or
responsibility. The need to be the best unrealistic goals, and exaggerated expectations lead
to failure in real life. When the solution to high expectations is to lose ourselves in fantasy
and administer to ourselves, a situation is created in which even wüdealized sex and
romance are hard to find in our isolated society.
Our society reveres the independent individual. Dependency, the need to have the
support of other people is deemed hmnaUire or weak at best. This individualistic drive to
satisl3i our own needs might be spilling over into the arena of sex and romance. Alongside
a rise of individualism has been a “moral consecration of sentiment” (to use Charles
Taylor’s words). The rise of sentiment to the status of a human good is troubling in that
sentiment is not attainable by the masses as are other goods (such as duty and moderation
for instance). Romantic love’s absence is felt as a lack in life rather than a circumstance.
Even after the sexual revolution, casual sex is still a rare commodity for many. Sex is
unacceptable and potentially deadly outside of a committed relationship. Rather than
admitting a personal need for or dependency on other people for sex or romance, people
are satisi’ing theft own needs independently.
Being excessively independent leads to isolation which in turn creates a need for
more communication on the printed page. Consider sex and romance as art (not
pornography as art, that’s a different argument): our mating rituals as a dance, a
perfonnance for an audience of one or for public viewing. The performers are artists
communicating a message about pleasure and passion. Impractical, without a useful
product, art survives and thrives because it is a necessary form of communication. SeW
sadsfing personal needs for sex or romance is an art never shared, performed but not
communicated. There is a place for auto-gratification, but at an extreme, it adds to the
loneliness and isolation of our society.

so
Christensen scoffs at claims that pornography is addictive, but recent physiological
studies are proving addictiveness. As explained in The Divinth’ ofSex, by Anglican Priest
Charles Pickstone. in 1994 Joan Timmennan isolated the cocktail of chemicals released
during erotic stimulation. Pornography can stimulate a seW-produced narcotic.
Furthermore, so can romantic love (Phenvlethylamine). As with all drugs, the effect wean
off with use and the body requires larger doses to achieve the same result; furthermore
these internal narcotics can encourage dependency to those with a tendency towards
addiction. Pickstone and I share a concern: “Alcohol and porn [and perhaps romance
novels] both cut the user off from reality. The drinker may never again be able to find a
natural way within him or herseWof coping with stress; the user of porn may never be able
to enjoy the real thing relationships with real people” (217).
-

CONCLUSION
We need to place restrictions on violence in pornography. Contrary to
Christensen’s assertions, it is fair and reasonable to reguiate violence in porn without
censoring all forms of media at once. Free from violence, Christensen and I agree that
non-violent pornography offends some not because it is immoral, but because we have
been taught that scx is dirty and shameful. It is not only harmless, non-violent
pornography can help counter the repressiveness of our society. It presents an ideal of
beauty, but there will always be standards to choose to live up to or ignore.
Although I agree with Christensen that non-violent pornography is not inherently
immoral, it does leave something to be desired. if we can accept or even revere an appetite
for sex as we currently accept a longing for romance, our society may become healthier in
the long run. While Christensen and I agree we need restrictions on violence in the media,
I insist that we begin this baffle by placing restrictions on violence in pornography as
viewing sex paired with aggression can get into one’s physiology in way other violent acts
do not. The weaving of sex and love together in the past few centuries has had the effect
of denying people the ability to relate to one another lovingly without sex or sexually
without love. Weaned from romantic ideals, love can be found everywhere and can
flourish in our isolated lives both within and alternatively to maniage. Released from
repressiveness, sex can be discovered in committed or casual, yet caring, relationships with
real live human beings. Setting aside unrealistic expectations, reciprocating becomes less of
an energy drain. With technological advances tempting people to bunow in next to their
home computers, we cannot risk further losing our personal, physical connection to other
human beings.
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Then he and every one who desires, desires that which he has not
already, and which is future and not present, and which he has not, and
is not and of which he is in want;—these are the sort of things which
love and desire seek?
Very true, he said.
Then now, said Socrates, let us recapitulate the argument First, is not
love of something, and of something too which is wanting to a man?
Yes, he replied.
Remember further what you said in your speech, or if you do not
remember I will remind you: you said that the love of the beautiful
disposes the empire of the gods, for that of deformed things there is no
love—did you not say something like that?
Yes, said Agathon.
Yes, my friend, and the remark is a lust one. And if this is true, love is
the love of beauty and not of deformity?
He assented.
And the admission has been already made that love is of that which a
man wants and has not?
True, he said.
Then love wants and has not beauty?
Certainly, he replied.
And would you call that beautiful which wants and does not possess
beauty?
Certainly not.
Then would you still say that love is beautiful?
Agathon replied: I fear that I did not understand what I was saying.
Nay, Agathon, replied Socrates; but I should like to ask you one more
question:—Is not the good also the beautiful?
Yes.
Then in wanting the beautiful, love wants also the good?
I can not refute you, Socrates, said Agathon. And let us suppose that
what you say is true.
Say rather, dear Agathon, that you can not refute the truth; for
Socrates is easily refuted.
And now I will take my leave of you, and rehearse the tale of love
which I heard once upon a time from Diotima of Mantineia, who was a
wise woman in this and many other branches of knowledge. She was the
same who deferred the plague ofAthens ten years by a sacrifice, and was
my instructress in the art of love. In the attempt which I am about to
make I shall pursue Agathon’s method, and begin with his admissions,
which are nearly if not quite the same which I made to the wise woman
when she questioned me: this will be the easiest way, and I shall take
both parts myself as well as I can. For, like Agathon. she spoke first of the
being and nature of love, and then of his works. And I said to her in
nearly the same words which he used to me, that love was a mighty god,
and likewise fair; and she proved to me as I proved to him that, in my
-

-

-

way ofspeaking about him, love was neither fair nor good. “What
mean, Diotima,” I said, % love then evil and foul?” “Hush: shedo you
cried;
“is that to be deemed foul which is not fair?” “Certainly,” I said. “And
is
that which is not wise, ignorant? do you not see that there is
a mean
between wisdom and ignorance?” “And what is this?” I said. “Right
opinion,” she replied; “which, as you know, being incapable of giving
a
reason, is not knowledge (for how could knowledge be devoid of
reason?
nor again, ignorance, for neither can ignorance attain the truth), but
clearly something which is a mean between ignorance and wisdom.”is
“Quite true,” I replied. “Do not then insist” she said, “that what
fair is of necessity foul, or what is notgood evil; or infer that becauseis not
love
is not fair and good he is therefore foul and evil; for he is in a mean
between them.” “Well,” I said, “love is surely admitted by all to be
god.” “By those who know or by those who don’t know?” “By all.”a great
how, Socrates: she said with a smile, “can love be acknowledged to“And
great god by those who say that he is not a god at all?” “And who bearea
they?” I said. “You and I are two of them,” she replied. “How can
that
be?” I said. “That is very intelligible: she replied; “as you yourself
would
acknowledge that the gods are happy and fair—of course you would—
would you dare to say that any god was not?” “Certainly not,” I replied.
“And you mean by the happy, those who are the possessors of things
good or fair?” “Yes.” “And you admitted that love, because he was
want, desires those good and fair things of which he is in want?” “Yes,in
admitted that.” “But how can he be a god who has no share in the goodI
or the fair?” “That is not to be supposed.” “Then you see that you also
deny the deity of love.”
“What then is love?” I asked; “Is he mortal?” “No.” “What then?” “As
in the former instance, he is neither mortal nor immortal, but in a mean
between them.” “What is he then, Diotima?” “He is a great spirit
($aLwv), and like all that is spiritual he is intermediate
between the
divine and the mortal.” “And what is the nature of this spiritual power?” I
said. “This is the power,” she said, “which interprets andconveys to the
gods the prayers and sacrifices of men, and to men the commands and
rewards of the gods; and this power spans the chasm which divides them,
and in this all is bound together, and through this the arts ofthe prophet
and the priest, their sacrifices and mysteries and charms; and all proph
ecy and incantation, find their way. For Cod mingles not with man; and
through this power all the intercourse and speech of Cod with man,
whether awake or asleep, is carried on. The wisdom which understands
this is spiritual; all other wisdom, such as that of arts or handicrafts, is
mean and vulgar. Now these spirits or intermediate powers are many
and divine, and one of them is love.” “And who,” I said, “was his father,
and who his mother?” “The tale: she said, “will take time; nevertheless I
will tell you. On the birthday of Aphrodite there was a feast of the gods,
at which the god Poros or Plenty, who is the son of Metis or Discretion,
was one of the guests. When the feast was over, Penia or Poverty, as the

manner was, came about the doors to beg. Now Plenty, who was the
worse for nectar (there was no wine in those days). came into the garden
of Zeus and fell into a heavy sleep; and Poverty considering her own
shaitened circumstances, plotted to have him for a husband, and ac
cordingly she lay down at his side and conceived Love, who partly
because he is naturally a lover of the beautiful, and because Aphrodite is
herself beautiful, and also because he was born on Aphrodite’s birthday
is her follower and attendant. And as his parentage is, so also are his
lortunes, In the first place he is always poor, and anything but tender and
fair, as the many imagine him; and he is hard-featured and squalid, and
has no shoes, nor a house to dwell in; on the bare earth exposed he lies
under the open heaven, in the streets, or at the doors of houses, taking
his rest; and like his mother he is always in distress. Like his father too,
whom he also partly resembles, he is always plotting against the fair and
good; he is bold, enterprising, strong, a hunter of men, always at some
intrigue or other, keen in the pursuit of wisdom, and never wanting
resources; a philosopher at all times, terrible as an enchanter, sorcerer,
sophist; for as he is neither mortal nor immortal, he is alive and flourish
ing at one moment when he is in plenty, and dead at another moment,
and again alive by reason of his father’s nature. But that which is always
flowing in is always flowing out, and so he is never in want and never in
wealth, and he is also in a mean between ignorance and knowledge.
The truth of the mailer is just this: No god is a philosopher or seeker
after wisdom, for he is wise already; nor does any one else who is wise
seek after wisdom. Neither do the ignorant seek after wisdom. For herein
is the evil of ignorance, that he who is neither good nor wise is neverthe
less satisfied: he feels no want, and has therefore no desire.” “But who
then, Diotima,” I said, “are the lovers of wisdom, if they are neither the
wise nor the foolish?” “A child may answer that question,” she replied;
“they are those,who, like love, are in a mean between the two. For
wisdom is a most beautiful thing, and love is of the beautiful; and
therefore love is also a philosopher or lover of wisdom, and being a lover
of wisdom is in a mean between the wise and the ignorant. And this
again is a quality which Love inherits from his parents; for his father is
wealthy and wise, and his mother poor and foolish. Such, my dear
Socrates, is the nature of the spirit Love. The error in your conception of
him was very natural, and as I imagine from what you say, has arisen out
of a confusion of love and the beloved this made you think that love
was all beautiful. For the beloved is the truly beautiful, delicate, and
perfect and blessed; but the principle of love is of another nature, and is
such as I have described.”
I said: “0 thou stranger woman, thou sayest well, and now, assuming
love to be such as you say, what is the use of him?” “That, Socrates,” she
replied, “I will proceed to unfold: of his nature and birth I have already
spoken; and you acknowledge that love is of the beautiful. But some one
will say: Of the beautiful in what, Socrates and Diotima or rather let
—
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me put the question more clearly, and ask: When a man loves the
beautiful, what does he love?” I answered her, “That the beautiful may
be his.” “Still,” she said, “the answer suggests a further question, which
is this: What is given by the possession of beauty?” “That,” I replied, “is a
question to which I have no answer ready.” “Then,” she said, “let me put
the word ‘good’ in the place of the beautiful, and repeat the question:
What does he who loves the good desire?” “The possession of the good,”
I said. “And what does he gain who possesses the good?” “Happiness,”!
replied; “there is no difficulty in answering that,” “Yes,” she said, “the
happy are made happy by the acquisition of good things. Nor is there
any need to ask why a man desires happiness; the answer is already
final,” “That is hue,” I said. “And is this wish and this desire common to
all? and do all men always desire their own good, or only some men?—
what think you?” “Ml men,” I replied; “the desire is common to all.”
“But all men, Socrates,” she reloined, “are not said to love, but only
some of them; and you say that all men are always loving the same
things.” “I myself wonder,” I said, “why that is.” “There is nothing to
wonder at,” she replied; “the reason is that one part of love is separated
off and receives the name of the whole, but the other parts have other
names.” “Give an example,” I said. She answered me as follows: “There
is poetry, which, as you know, is complex and manifold. And all creation
or passage of non-being into being is poetry or making, and the processes
of all art are creative; and the masters of arts are all poets.” “Very true.”
“Still,” she said, “you know that they are not called poets, but have other
names; the generic term ‘poetry’ is confined to that specific art which is
separated off from the rest of poetry, and is concerned with music and
metre; and this is what is called poetry, and they who possess this kind of
poetry are called poets.” “Very true,” I said. “And the same holds of love.
For you may say generally that all desire of good and happiness is due to
the great and subtle power of love; but those who, having their affections
set upon him, are yet diverted into the paths of money-making or
gymnastic philosophy, are not called lovers—the name ot the genus is
reserved for those whose devotion takes one form only—they alone are
said to love, or to be lovers.” “In that,” I said, “lam of opinion that you
are right.” “Yes,” she said, “and you hear people say that lovers are
seeking for the half of themselves; but I say that they are seeking neither
for the half, nor for the whole, unless the half or the whole be also a
good. And they will cut off their own hands and feet and cast them away,
if they are evil; for they love them not because they are their own, but
because they are good, and dislike them not because they are another’s,
but because they are evil. There is nothing which men love but the
good. Do you think that there is?” “Indeed,” I answered, “I should say
not.” “Then,” she said, “the conclusion of the whole matter is, that men
love the good.” “Yes,” I said. “To which may be added that they love the
possession of the good?” “Yes, that may be added.” “And not only the
possession, but the everlasting possession of the good?” “That may be
added too.” “Then, love,” she said,
love of the ev’1i’fIiiiflossession ofihe gqod?” “That is most true,” I
said.
-
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“Then if this be the nature of love, can you tell me further,” she said,
“what is the manner of the pursuit? what are they doing who show all
this eagerness and heat which is called love? Answer me that.” “Nay,
Diotima,” I said, “if I had known I should not have wondered at your
wisdom, or have come to you to learn.” “Well,” she said, “1 will teach
you; love is only birth in beauty, whether of body or soul.” “The oracle
requires an explanation,” I said; “1 don’t understand you.” “I will make
my meaning clearer,” she replied. “1 mean to say, that all men are
bringing to the birth in their bodies and in their souls. There is a cirtain
age at which human nature is desirous of procreation; and this procrea
tion must be in beauty and not in deformity: and this is the mystery of
man and woman, which is a divine thing, for conception and generation
are a principle of immortality in the mortal creature. And in the inhar
monical they can never be. But the deformed is always inharmonical
with the divine, and the beautiful harmonious. Beauty, then, is the
destiny or goddess of parturition who presides at birth, and therefore
when approaching beauty the conceiving power is propitious, and dif
fuse, and benign, and begets and bears fruit: on the appearance of
foulness she frowns and contracts in pain, and is averted and morose,
and shrinks up, and not without a pang refrains from conception. And
this is the reason why, when the hour of conception arrives, and the
teeming nature is full, there is such a flutter and ecstasy about beauty
whose approach is the alleviation of pain. For love, Socrates, is not, as
you imagine, the love of the beautiful only.” “What then?” “The love of
generation and birth in beauty.” “Yes,” I said. “Yes, indeed,” she replied.
“But why of birth?” I said. “Because to the mortal, birth is a sort of
eternity and immortality,” she replied; “and as has been already admit
ted, all men will necessarily desire immortality together with good, if
love is of the everlasting possession of the good.”
And this she taught me at various times when she spoke of love. And
on another occasion she said to me, “What is the reason, Socrates, of this
love, and the attendant desire? See you not how all animals, birds as well
as beasts, in their desire of procreation, are in agony when they take the
infection of love;—this begins with the desire of union, to which is
added the care of offspring, on behalf of whom the weakest are ready to
battle against the strongest even to the uttermost, and to die for them,
and will let themselves be tormented with hunger or suffer anything in
order to maintain their offtpring. Man may be supposed to do this from
reason; but why should animals have these passidnate feelings? Can you
tell me why?” Again I replied, that I did not know. She said to me: “And
do you expect ever to become a master in the art of love, if you do not
know this?” “But that,”! said, “Diotima, is the reason why I come to you,
because, as I have told you already, lam aware that I want a teacher; and
I wish thatyou would explain to me this and the other mysteries of love.”
“Marvel not at this,” she said, “if you believe that love is of the immortal,
as we have already admitted; for here again, and on the same principle
too, the mortal nature is seeking as far as is possible to be everlasting and
immortal: and this is only to be attained by generation, because the new
—

is always left in the. place of the old. For even in
the same
there is succession and not absolute unity: a man is called individual
yet in the short interval which elapses between youth the same; but
which every animal is said to have life and identity, he and age, and in
is undergoing a
perpetual process of loss and reparation—hair, flesh, bones,
blood, and
the whole body are always changing. And this is
true not only of the
body, but also of the soul, whose habits, tempers,
ns, desires,
pleasures, pains, fears, never remain the same in any opinio
one
of
us, but are
always coming and going. And what is yet more surpris
ing
is,
that this is
also true of knowledge; and not only does knowledge in
genera
l come
and go, so that in this respect we are never the same;
but
particu
lar
knowledge also experiences a like change. For what is
implie
d
in
the
word ‘recollection,’ but the departure of knowledge,
ing forgotten and is renewed and preserved by recollewhich is ever be
ction, appearing
to be the same although in reality new, according to
that
law ofsucces
sion by which all mortal things are preserved, not by absolu
te sameness
of existence, but by substitution, the old worn-cut mortal
another new and similar one behind—unlike the immor ity leaving
tal in this,
which is always the same and not another? And in this way, Socrat
es, the
mortal body, or mortal anything, partakes of immortality;
but
the
im
mortal in another way. Marvel not then at the love which all
men
have
of their offspring; for that universal love and interest is
for the sake of
immortality.”
When I heard this, I was astonished, and said: “Is this really
true, 0
thou wise Diotima?” And she answered with all the author
ity
of a
sophist: “Of that, Socrates, you may be assured;—thin
k
only
of
the
ambition of men, and you will marvel at their senselessness
unless
,
you
consider how they are stirred by the love of an immortality
are ready to run risks greater far than they would have of fame. They
run for.their
children, and to spend money and undergo any amount of toil,
to die for the sake of leaving behind them a name which shall and even
be eternal.
Do you imagine that Mcestis would have died on behalf
ofAdm
etus, or
Achilles after Patroclus, or your own Codrus in order to preserv
kingdom for his sons, if they had not imagined that the memor e the
virtues, which is still retained among us, would be immortal? y of their
Nay,” she
said, “for! am persuaded that all men do all things for the sake
of the
glorious fame of immortal virtue, and the better they are the
more they
desire this; for they are ravished with the desire of the immortal.
“Men whose bodies only are creative, betake themselves to women
and beget children this is the character of their love; their oflprin
they hope, will preserve their memory and give them the blessedg, as
ness
and immortality which they desire in the future. But creative
souls—
for
there are men who are more creative in their souls than
in
their
bodies conceive that which is proper for the soul to conceive retain.
or
And what are these conceptions?—wisdom and virtue in genera
such creators are all poets and other artists who may be said l. And
have
invention. But the greatest and fairest sort of wisdom by far is thattowhich
Va
is concerned with the ordering of states and families, and which
“p
is called
—

—

temperance and justice. And he who in youth has the seed of these
implanted in him and is himself inspired, when he comes to maturity
desires to beget and generate. And he wanders about seeking beauty that
he may beget offspring—for in deformity he will beget nothing—and
embraces the beautiful rather than the deformed; and when he finds a
fair and noble and well-nurtured soul, and there is union of the two in
one person, he gladly embraces him, and to such an one he is hill of fair
speech about virtue and the nature and pursuits of a good man; and he
tries to educate him; and at the touch and presence of the beautiful he
brings forth the beautiful which he conceived long before, and the
beautiful is ever present with him and in his memory even when absent,
and in company they tend that which he brings forth, and they are
bound together by a far nearer tie and have a closer friendship than
those who beget mortal children, for the children who are their com
mon offspring are fairer and more immortal. Who, when he thinks of
Homer and Hesiod and other great poets, would not rather have their
children than any ordinary human ones? Who would not emulate them
in the creation of children such as theirs, which have preserved their
memory and given them everlasting glory? Or who would not have such
children as Lycurgus left behind to be the saviors, not only of Lace
daemon, but of Hellas, as one may say? There is Solon, too, who is the
revered father of Athenian laws; and many others there are in many
other places, both among Hellenes and barbarians. MI of them have
done many noble works, and have been the parents of virtue of every
kind, and many temples have been raised in honor of their children,
which were nevet raised in honor of the mortal children of any one.
“These are the lesser mysteries of love, into which even you, Socrates,
may enter; to the greater and more hidden ones which are the crown of
these, and to which, if you pursue them in a right spirit, they will lead,!
know not whether you will be able to attain. But I will do my utmost to
inform you, and do you follow if you can. For he who would proceed
rightly in this matter should begin in youth to him to beautiful forms;
and first, if his instructor guide him rightly, he should learn to love one
such form only— out of that he should create fair thoughts; and soon he
would himself perceive that the beauty of one form is truly related to the
beauty of another; and then if beauty in general is his pursuit, how
foolish would he be not to recognize that the beauty in every form is one
and the samel And when he perceives this he will abate his violent love
of the one, which he will despise and deem a small thing, and will
become a lover of all beautiful forms; this will lead him on to consider
that the beauty of the mind is more honorable than the beauty of the
outward form. So that if a virtuous soul have but a little comeliness, he
will be content to love and tend him, and will search out and bring to
the birth thoughts which may improve the young, until his beloved is
compelled to contemplate and see the beauty of institutions and laws,
and understand that all is of one kindred, and that personal beauty is
only a trifle; and after laws and institutions he will lead him on to the

sciences, that he may see their beauty, being not like a servant in love
with the beauty of one youth or man or institution, himselfa slave mean
and calculating, but looking at the abundance of beauty and drawing
towards the sea of beauty, and creating and beholding many fair and
noble thoughts and notions in boundless love of wisdom; until at length
he grows and waxes strong, and at last the vision is revealed to him of a
single science, which is the science of beauty everywhere. To this I will
proceed; please to give me your very best attention.
‘For he who has been instructed thus far in the things of love, and
who has learned to see the beautiful in due order and succession, when
he comes towards the end will suddenly perceive a nature of wondrous
beauty—and this, Socrates, is that final cause of all our former toils,
which in the first place is everlasting—not growing and decaying, or
waxing and waning; in the next place not fair in one point of view and
foul in another, or at one time or in one relation or at one place sir, at
another time or in another relation or at another place foul, as if fair to
some and foul to others, or in the likeness ofa face or hands or any other
part of the bodily frame, or in any form of speech or knowledge, nor
existing in any other being; as for example, an animal, whether in earth
or heaven, but beauty only, absolute, separate, simple, and everlasting,
which without diminution and without increase, or any change, is
imparted to the ever-growing and perishing beauties of all other things.
He who under the influence of true love rising upward from these
begins to see that beauty, is not far from the end. And the true order of
going or being led by another to the things of love, is to use the beauties
of earth as steps along which he mounts upwards for the sake of that
other beauty, going from one to two, and from two to all fair forms, and
from fair forms to fair actions, and from fair actions to fair notions, until
from fair notions he arrives at the notion of absolute beauty, and at last
knows what the essence of beauty is. This, my dear Socrates,” said the
stranger of Mantineia, “is that life above all others which man should
live, in the contemplation of beauty absolute; a beauty which if you
once beheld, you would see not to be after the measure of gold, and
garments, and fair boys and youths, which when you now behold you
are in fond amazement, and you and many a one are content to live
seeing only and conversing with them without meat or drink, if that
were possible you only want to be with them and to look at them. But
what if man had eyes to see the true beauty— the divine beauty, I mean,
pure and clearand unalloyed, not clogged with the pollufions of mortal
ity, and all the colors and vanities of human life—thither looking, and
holding converse with the true beauty divine and simple, and bringing
into being and educating true creations of virtue and not idols only?
—
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FTER AN INTENSE THREE HOURS, THE

we rkshop on pornography is winding down. The
40 women present all work at a center that serves
d ered women and rape survivors. iliesc arc the women
on the front lines, the ones who answer the 24-hour
ho iii nes and deal directly with victi rim. Tb ese women
have heard and seen it all, and there is no way to one-up
diem with stories of male violence. But alter three hours
discussing the commercial heterosexual pornography
industry, many of these women are drained. Sadness
hangs over tile room.
One women has held back throughout the workshop,
her arms wrapped tightly around herself. Nov.; finally, she
speaks. “This hurts,” she says. “It just liu rts so much.”
Everyone is quiet as the v.a rds sink in Slowly the
conversation restarts, but her words hang in the air:
It hurts.
It hurts to know that rio matter who you are, you can
be reduced to a thing to be penetrated, and that men will
buy movies about that, and that in many of those movies
your humiliation will be the central U, enle. It hurts to
know that so much of the pornography men buy
fuses sexual desire with cruelty.
Even women who cope daily with those injured by male
violence struggle with this knowledge. It’s one thing to deal
with overt acts; it’s another to face die thoughts and fantasies
that ftwl so many men’s sexual lives.
People routinely assume that pornography is such a
cult and divisive issue because it’s about sex. I think that’s
irong. This culture struggles unsuccessfully with pornogra
phy because it is also about men’s cruclry to women, and
about die pleasure that men sometimes cake in that cruelty.
And that is much more difficult for everyone to face.
-

THERE ARE DIFFERENT PORNOGRAPHIC GEN

res, but my studies of pornographic videos over the past
seven years have focused on the stories told in mainstream
heterosexual pornography. By that I mean the videos and
DVDs that are widely available in the United States, mar
keted as sexually explicit (what is commonly called “hard
core”), rented and purchased primarily by men, and
depict sex primarily’ between men and women. The sexu

al activity’ is not simulated: What happens on the screen
happened in the world, This mainstream pornography
does not include overt bondage and sadomasochism, ex
plicit violence, urination or defecation, although such

material is widely available in shops, through the mail, or

on the Internet. (There’s also, of course, an underground

market for child pornography—the only porn clearly ille
gal everywhere in the United States,)
To obtain mainstream pornographic videos for study; I
visited stores that sold “adult product” (the industry’s pre
ferred term) and asked clerks and managers to help me se
lect the most commonly rented and purchased tapes. I
anted to avoid the accusation that feminists analyzing
pornography only pick out the worst examples, the most
violent material, to critique.
-

2oO4)
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\X’lule many may find what is described here to be dis
turbing, ‘these are not aberrations. These tapes are broad

ly representative of the 11,303 new hardcore titles that

were released in 2002, according to Adult Video Neji’s, the
industry’s trade magazine. They are standard fare front a
pornography industry’ with an estimated $10 billion in
annual sales. They are what brothers and fathers and un
cles are watching. what boyfriends and husbands and, in
many cases, male children are watching.
‘Miat kind of stories does this mainstream pornography
tell the all-American boy—and what does that mean for
the girl next door? Here are three examples:
I CAN’T KNOW EXACTLY WHAT THE WOMEN

in these films were feeling, pltysicatlv or emotionally, But
here is what BellaDonna, one of the women who ap
peared in “Two in the Seat #3,” told a television inter

viewer about such sex scenes: “You have to really prepate
physically and mentally for it. I mean, I go through a
process from the night before. I stop eating at 5 p.m. Edo,

you know, like two enemas, and then the next morning I

don’t eat anything. It’s so draining on your body;”
Even if die pain shown in the above scenes is acted and
not real, why’ don’t directors edit ourpained expressions? I
see only two possible answers: either they view such pain

as being of no consequence to the viewers’ interest—and
hence to the goal of maximizing film sales—or they be
lieve viewers enjoy’ seeing the women’s pain. So why; then,
do some men find rIte infliction of pain on women during

sex either not an obstacle to their ability to achieve sexual
pleasure or a factor that can enhance their pleasure?
I believe it’s all about the edge.
There ate only so many ways that human beings can, in
mechanical terms, have sex. There are a limited number of
body parts and openings, a limited number of ways to cre
ate the friction that produces the stimulation and sensa

tions, That’s why stories about sexuality generally tap into
something beyond the mechanical. ‘l1en most nonporno

graphic films deal with sex, they draw, at least in part, on
the emotions most commonly’ connected with sex: love and
affection. But pornography doesth have that option, since
my research has shown that men typically’ consume it to
avoid love and affection and go straight to sexual release,
And that means pornography; without emotional vari
ation, will become repetitive and uninteresting, even to
men watching primarily to facilitate masturbation. So
pornography needs an edge.
When the legal restrictions on pornography gradually’
loosened in the 1970s and ‘80s, anal sex captured that edge,
because it was seen as something most women don’t want.
Then, as anal sexhecame routine in pornography; the gonzo

genre started routinely adding double-penetrations and gag
inducing oral sex—again, acts that men believe women

generally do nor want. These days, pornography has become
so normalized and so mainstream in our culture that the

edge keeps receding. As Jerome Tanner put it during a
pornography directors’ roundtable discussion featured in
Adult l’Ydeo Netos, “People just \‘ant it harder, harder, and
harder, because ,,wliat are you gonna do next?”

It’s not surp rising char the new edge more and more iii—
vu! yes Overt cruelty—an easy choice given that the
dy—
immic of male domination and female submission is
already in place in patriarcinc MI people are capable olbe
ing croci, of course. But contemporary mainstream het
erosexual pornography forces the question: Why has
cruein’ become so sexualized for some men?
Feminist research long ago established that rape in
volves the sexualization of power, the equation in mcli’s
imaginations of sexual pleasure with domination and
control. The common phrase ‘rape is about power, not
sex misleads, though; rape is about the fusion of sex and
domination, about the eroticization of control. And in
this culture, rape is normal. That is, in a culture where
the dominant definition of sex is the taking of pleasure
from women by men, race is an expression of the sexual
norms of the culture, not violations of those norms. Sex
is a sphere in which men are trained to see themselves as
naturally dominant and women as naturally passive.
Rape is both nominally illegal and completely normal at
the same time,
By extension, there should be nothing surprising abour
the fact that some pornography includes explicit images
of women in pain. But my question is: Wouldn’t a healdy
society want to deal with that? Why aren’t more people,
men or women, concerned?
Right-wing opponents of pornography offer a moralis
tic critique that cannot help us find solutions, because
typically those folks endorse male dominance (albeit not
these particular manifestations of it). Conversely, some
feminists want us to believe that the growing acceptance
of pornography is a benign sign of expanding sexual
equality and freedom. Meanwhile, feminist critics of
pornography have been marginalized in political and in
tellectual arenas, And all the while, die pornographers are
trudging off to the bank with bags of money;
I think this helps explain why even the toughest
women at rape crisis centers find the reality of pornogra
phy so difficult to cope with. No matter how hard it may
be to face tape, at least our society’ still brands it as a
crime. Pornography, however, is not only widely accept
ed, but sold to us as liberation.
don’t pretend to speak for women; my focus is on
men. And I believe thai the task for men of conscience is
to define ourselves and our sexuality outside of the domi
nation/submission dynamic. It is not easy: Like everyone,
we are products of our culture and have to struggle against
it, But as a man, I at least have considerable control over
the conditions in which I live and the situations in which
I function. Women sometimes do not have that control.
They’re at far more risk of sexual violence, and they have
to deal with men who disproportionately hold positions
of power over them. Mainstream pornography tips that
power balance even further.
For example, when a female student has a meeting
about a research project with a male college professor who
die night before was watching ‘Gag Factor 10,” who will
she be to him? Or when a woman walks into a bank to ap
ply for a loan from a male loan officer who the night be
fore was watching “Two in the Seat #3,” what will lie be

thinking? And when a woman goes in Front 0f a male
judge who the night before was watching “Sopornos 4,”
will she be judged fairly’?
But some will argue: How can you assume that just be
cause men watch such things they will act in a callous
and cruel manner, sexually or otherwise? It is true that
the connection between mass-media exposure and liu
man behavior is complex, and social scientists argue both
sides. But taken together, the laboratory evidence, the re
search on men who abuse, and the voluminous testimo
ny of women clearly indicate that in some cases
pornography influences men’s sexual behavior. Pornogra
phy may not cause abuse, but it can be implicated as an
accessory to the crime.
Ifwe could pretend that these images arc consumed by
some small subset of deviant men, then we could identify
and isolate those aberrant men, maybe repair them. But
men who consume these images are everywhere: men who
can’t get a date and men who have all the dates they want.
Men who live alone and men who are married. tIen who
grew up in liberal homes where pornography was never a
big deal and men who grew up in strict religious homes
where no talk of sex was allowed. Rich men and poor
men, men of all colors and creeds.
‘When I critique pornography, I am often told to light
en up. Sex is just sex, people say, and I should stop trying
to politicize pornography; But pornography offers men a
politics of sex and gender—and that politics is patriarchal
and reactionary. In pornography, women are not really
people; they are three holes and two hands. Women in
pornography have no hopes, no dreams, and no value
apart from die friction those holes and hands can produce
on a man’s penis.
AS WITH ANY POLITICAL ISSUE, succcSSrUL

strategies of resistance, I would suggest, must be collec
tive and public rather than solely personal and private.
Pornographers know that to be true—which is why
they try to cut off the discussion. When we critique
pornography; we typically are accused of being people
who hate freedom, sexually dysfunctional prudes who
are scared of sex, or both,
Pornographers also want to derail any talk of sexual
ethics. They, of course, have a sexual ethic: Anything—
and they mean anything—goes, and consenting adults
should be free to choose. I agree that choice is crucial. But
in a society’ in which power is not equally distributed,
“anything goes” translates into “anything goes for men,
while some women and children will suffer for it.”
There are many controversial issues in the pornography
debate, but there should be nothing controversial about
this: To critique pornography is not repressive. We should
be free to talk about our desire for an egalitarian intimacy
and for sexuality that rejects pain and humiliation. That is
not prudishness or censorship. It is at attempt to claim the
best parts of our common humanity: love, caring, empa
thy. To do that is not to limit anyone. It is to say, simpk;
that women count as much as men.
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days, in which sexual activity, like defecation, menstniation, and
the bodily reactions to illnai, was considered distasteful, if not
shamthil md to be bidden from view. Yet this conservative plafi
hide is as essential as the first,, for she typically utilitarian argu
merit in defense of sexuality as enjoyment is based on the idea that
sex is private activity and, when confined to “consenting adults,”
should be left as a matter of taste. And sexwe an reminded by
liberals, natunjsntit. and thneIi matter of taste.
The platitude of privacy also bolsters the third pdncjple, still
considered a radical principle by many, that any sexual activity is
as valid as any other. Again, the utilitarian argument prevails,
that private and mutually consented activity between adults, no
matter how distasteful it might be to others and no matter how we
may tfrmk its enthusiasts to be depraved, is “their own business.”
Nagd’a analysis calls this ui-part ideology to his side, although
he clearly attempts to go beyond it as well. The platitude of enjoy
ment flmcdons onlzjc!y in his essa and at one point he
,

makealicleartha sexuabtyneednotaimatenjoymen

taat.•. perfection

[Ity

Jestsijot_..._!!L._!Lperver

!!2!!! and if enjoyment is considered veiy important, thatiiijht
outweigh considerations of sexual perfection in determining ratio
nal preference” (88)j ifs central notion of “amusal,” how
ever, is equivocaL On the one hand, arousal is itself not
necessarily enjoyable, particularly if it fails to be accompanied
with expectations of release. But on the. other hand, Nagel’s
“arousal” plays precisely the same role in his analysis that “ten
sion” (or “eathnis plays in Freud, and though the arousal itself
is not enjoyable, its release is, and the impression we get from Na
gel, which Freud makes explicit, is That sexual activity is the in
tentional arousal both of self and other in order to enjoy its
release. On this interpretation, Nagel’s analysis is perfectly in line
with post-Freudian liberal theory.
Regarding the second platitude, Nagel’s analysis does not men
tion it, but rather it appears to be presupposed throughout that
sexuality is a private affair. One might repeat that the notion of
privacy is more symptomatic of his analysis itselt One cannot
imagine 3. L Austin spending a dozen pages describing the inten
tions and inclinations involved in a public performance of making
a promise or christening a ship without mentioning the perfor
mance itself. Yet Nagel spends that much space giving us the pre
liminaries of sexuality without ever quite breaching the private
sector in which sexual activity is to be found.

94

1HZ PHILOSOPHY OF SEX

The third platitude emerges only slowly in Nagel’s essay
begins by chastising an approach to that same conclusion He
by a
radical “skeptic,” who argues of sexual desires, as “appetites,”
Either they an sexual or they an not; sexuality does
admit ofimper
(ccdoa, or pervasion, a any other iucb qualificationnot
(78).
Nagel’s analysis goes beyond this “skepticism” in important ways,
yet he does conclude that “any bodily contact between a ngiia
ii
a woman that gives them sexual pleasure ritalies mind, is
a
pc4bte vehicle fpr the sVstem of multi-level interpersonal awaren
ess
tflhcl!jped is the basic psychological content of sexual in
teraction (86). Here jhe first platitude is partially emploto
support the third, presumably with the second implied. Notice
again that Nagel has given us no indication what
distinguishes
“sexual pleasure” from other pleasures, whether dilv pleasu
res
or the enjo eat of conquest or domüwtiog, seduct
ion or submis
sion, eeppig with the president’s daughteror earning
thirty,4p1u’ a
a’ ‘to a.
‘t knock down a tripod, one need kick out only
porting legal for one would not wish to advocate, one of its sup
eral recent sexual pundits, an increased display. along with sev
fornication and
fellatio in public places, nor would I view the of
return of “sexual
morality” as a desirable state of affairs. Surprisingly,
sential enjoyment of sex that is the least palatable it is the es
of the liberal
ytha
one would deny that sex is enjoyable, but does
not follow
that sexuality is the activity of “pure enjoyment”it and
that
“grati
fication,” or “pure physical pleasure,” that is, orgasm
,
its
is
end.
Sex is indeed pleasurable, but, as Aristotle argued
against the he
donists of his day, this joyment accqmpgpi— nual activfty
and
its ends, but not that actiyjy or these ends. We enjoy
being sex
ually satisfied; we are not satisfied by our enjoym
ent.
might reasonably hypothesize that the performance In fact, one
ity, pleasurable or not, which is as intensely promo of any seth
sively pursued as sex in Amekica would providted and obses
e
gratification. One might further speculate on the fact tremendous
that recent
pa
shows that “every (white, male Christian)
American boy’s dream of becoming President” seems
to encour
age the exploitation of all three sexual platitudes enjoym
of
ent,
privacy, and “anything goes.” (CL H. Kissinger, “Powe
r is the ul
te aphrodisiaa”)j
ualit does not
ntially aim at lens r does it have
any purpose? Jean-Paul Suite
given us an alternative to the
-
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embarrassment, shame, jealousy. possessivenesjihere is little
value in stressing the overworked point that such expressions are
“natural” expressions, as opposed to verbal expressions of t,
same attitudes and feelings. In our highly verbal society it
, may
well be that verbal expression, whether it be poetrj.z clumsy
blurting, feels more natural than the use of our bodjesjYet it does
seem true that some attitudes, e.g., tenderness pnrl tnkct domina
tion and passivity,
IsxpracsedsualJ Love. it seems, is
best expressed sexually, for its sexual expression is indistin
ihableJhprin of a number of other attitud
Possessiveness, mutual recognition, “being-with,” and conflic are
t
expressed by body language almost essentially, virtually asjts
deep structure, and here Sante’s model obtains its
plausiblli!yj
According to Nagel, “perversion” is” truncated or incomlèLe
versions of the complete configuration” (85). But again, his
em
phasis is entirely on the form of “interpersonal awareness”
rather
than its content For example, he analyzes sadism a “the concen
tration on the evocation of passive self.awarenas in others
which impedes awarenof himself as a bodily subject of passio
in the required sense.”tjit surely sadism it not so much & breakn
down in communicalioE(any more than the domination of
a con
versation by one speaker, with the agreement of his listener, is
breach of language) as an excessive expression of a particular cona
tent, namçly the attitude of domination, perhaps mixed with
tred, fear, and other negative athtuda Similarly, maqna’hismha
not simply the relinquishing of one’s activity (an inabili j
ty to
speak, in a sense), for the masochist may weilbe activein invitin
g
punishment from his sadistic partner. Masochism is excessive ex
pression of an attitude of victimization, shame, or inferio
rity.
Moreover, it is clear that there is not the slightest taint of “perve
sion” in homosexuality, which need differ from heterosexualit r
y
only in its mode of resolution. Fetishism and bestiality certain
ly
do constitute perversions, since the flat is the same as, for
example, talking to someone else’s shoes, and the secod like
is
ssing Spinoza with a moderately intefligmu sheepj
is model also makes it evident why Nagel chose aflia exam
phi couple of strangers; one has far more toy, for one ean free
ly express one’s fantasies’iill a the truth, o a stranger.
A
husband and wife of seven years have probably been repeating the
same messages for years, and their sexual activity now is probab
ly
no more than an abbreviated ritual incantation of the lengthy con
versations they had yearn before. One can imagine Romeo and Ju
liet climbing into bed together each with a spectacular set of
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expectations and fantasia, trying to overwhelm each other with
extravagant expressions and experiments. But it may be, accord
ingly, that they won’t understand each other, or, as the weekend
plods on, sex, like any esended convejtion. tends to become ei
more Ui tht I or more incoherena
(Qua body language, ex admits of Cteast two forms of perver
sion: one deviance of form, the other deviance in content There
are the techniques of sexuality, overly celebrated in our society,
jpd there are the attitudes that these techniques allegedly express.
Nagel and most theorists have concentrated on perversions in
technique, deviations in the forms of sexual activity. But it seems
to me that the more problematic perversions are the
viations, of which the most serious are those involvinwemcflityr
uivalen
e lie. Entertaining private fantilies and
tUt&Iil
aug one’s real sexual partner is thus an innocent sanantic
pervasion, while pretended ten dçrness and affection that reverses
jtseif soon after orgasm is a potentially vicious perversion- How
ever. again joining Nagel, I would argue that perverse sex is not
necess*rilV bad or immoral sex. Pretense is the premise of imagi
nation as well as of falsehood, and sexual fantasia may enrich our
lives far morn than sexual realities alàna Perhaps it is an untortu
contemporary life that our fanta
sia have become so confined, that our sexuality has beepjoited
to save needs which far exceed its expressive capacity

laiiguage,
our

nat

spress on
iexuality
spowrclumsdy

is thus understandableahy se is so utterly important in
and why it is typically so unsatisfacwry2
NOTES

I. I confess, for example, that certain male biases infiltrate my own anal
ysis. I thank iaake Moulton for pointing this out to mc
2. “Sexual Pervasion.” The Journal of Thdawphy 66, Na I (1969). pp.

5-17. (This volume, pp. 7648).

3. Metaphysia of Liken, tans. Sanpis (Edinburgh: Clark. 1971) IV, Pt.
1, cli. I, sec. 7.

Simone de Beauvoir
fromThe Second Sex

Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) is the author of controversial books about
feminism, death, and aging as well as books on moral philosophy, many
novels, and a multivolume autobiography in which she provides a rich mar
rntive of her rich and tumultuous literary, personal, and political 4fe in
Parü She is perhaps most famous for her book The Second Sex (1949), an
attack on the notion of “the eternal feminine” which is often and rightly
credited as the beginning of contemporary feminism. In that book, she
both extends and challenges the philosophy of her lqelong companion,
Jean-Paul Sartre, who had developed a philosophical portrait of human
nature as both essentially free and inescapably “situated, “subject to (but
never wholly determined by) the force of circumstances and unavoidably
vulnerable to other people.
She begins the selection here by declanng that “the word love has by no
means the same sense for both sexes, ‘and much of her discussion concerns the
faulty projections that male philosophers (and males in general) have foisted
onto women and which women, much to their disadwntage, have accepted for
themselves LUte Sanre, she insistsfrom the very beginning that love is a matter
of culture and interpersonal dynamics, not “nature. “A woman “chooses to de’
sire her enslavement, “and she can choose not to. But it does not follow that
a
woman can easily refuse love; is remains, for most women, “inesistibk. The
problem is that happiness in low for a woman is to be recognised as pad of a
man, orrather a god, and she isforewr reigned to second place. Furthermore,
the gods are inetitably flawed, and when god3 fall, she tells us, they become
frauds Thus her disillusion, her sense o wasted sacn ice. The al
tive she
suggests, “genuine love,” is ‘the mutual reco tion of two liberties. Neither
would give up freedom and independence, and neither would be mutilated
by
love. (Kathryn Pauly Morgan gives a sympathetic account of de
Beauwirs ar
gument and applies it to our aiim society.)

The Woman in Love
The word love has by no means the same sense for both sexes, and
this is
one cause of the serious misunderstandings that divide them, Byron
well

a

said: “Man’s love of man’s life a thing apart; ‘Tis woman’s whole exist
ence.” Nietzsche expresses the same idea in The Gay Science:
The single word love in fact signifies two different things for man and
woman. What woman understands by love is clear enough: it is not only
devotion, it is a total gift of body and soul, without reservation, without re
gard for anything whatever. This unconditional nature of her love is what
makes it a faith, the only one she has. As for man, if he loves a woman,
what he wants is that love from her; he is in consequence far from postulat
ing the same sentiment for himself as for woman; if there should be men
who also felt that desire for complete abandonment, upon my word, they
would not be men.
Men have found it possible to be passionate lovers at certain times in
their lives, but there is not one of them who could be called “a great lover”,
in their most’violent transports, they never abdicate completely; even on
their knees before a mistress, what they still want is to take possession of
her; at the very bean of their lives they remain sovereign subjects; the be
loved woman is only one value among others; they wish to integrate her into
their existence and not to squander it entirely on bet For woman, on the
contrary, to love is to relinquish everything for the benefit of a master. As
C&fle Sauvage puts it: “Woman must forget her own personality HTh she
is in love. It is a law of nature. A woman as nonexistent without a master
Without a master, she is a scattered bouquet.”
The fact is that we have nothing to do hen with Ian of nature, It is the
difference in their situations that is reflected in the difference men and
women show in their conceptions of love, The individual who is a subject,
who is himself, if he has the courageous inclination toward transcendence,
endeavors to extend his grasp on the world; he is ambitious, he acts. But an
masennal creature is incapable of sensing the absolute at the bean of her
subjectivity; a being doomed to immanence cannot find self-realization in
acts. Shut up in the sphere of the relative, destined to the male from child
hood, habituated to seeing in him a superb being whom she cannot pain
bly equal, the woman who has not repressed her claim to humanity will
dream of transcending her being toward one of these supenor beings, of
amalgamating herself with the sovereign subject. There is no other way out
for her than to lose herself, body and soul, in him who is represented to her
as the absolute, as the essential. Since she is anyway doomed to depen
dence, the will prefer to serve a god rather than obey tyrants— parents. hus
band, or protector. She chooses to desire her enslavement so ardently that it
will seje.to her the expression of heiberty; she will try to nse
ag!fler
-

situation as tansenual object by fully accepting it; through her flesh, her
feelings, her behavior, she will enthrone him as supreme value and reality’
she will humble herself to nothingness before him. Love becomes for her a
religion.
As we have seen, the adolescent girl wishes at first to identify herself
with males; when she gives that up, she then seeks to share in thea mascu
linity by having one of them m love with her; it is not the individuality of
this one or that one which attracts her; she is in love with man to general.
“And you, the men I shall love1 how I await youl” writes lilac Reweliotgt
How I rejoice to think I shall know you soon: especially You, the flnt. Of
course the male is to belong to the same clan and race as hen, for sexual
privilege is in play only within this frame. If man is to be a demigod, he
must first of all be a human being, and to the colonial officer’s daught
er
the native is not a man. If the young girl gives herself to an Inferior,” it is
for the reason that she wishes to degrade herself because she believes she isj
unworthy of love; but normally she a looking for a man who represenrfj
male superiority. She is soon to ascertain that many individuals of the fa
vored sex are sadly contingent and earthbound, but at flat her presump
don a favorable to them; they are called on less to prove their worth than to
avoid too gross a disproof of it which accounts for many mistake, some of
them serious. A naive young girl is caught by the gleam of virility, and in
her eyes male worth is shown, according to circumstances, by physical
strength, distinction of manner, wealth, cultivation, intelligence. authority.
soda] status, a military uniform; but what she always wants is for her lover
to represent the essence of manhood.
\amilianty is often sufficient to destroy his prestig(it may collapse at
the finiZ’r in daliyiü3oiuon. or during the wedding night. Love at a
distance, however, is only a fantasy, not a real experience. The desire for
love becomes a passionate love only when it is carnally realized. Inversely.
love can arise as a result of physical mtercoune; in this case the sexually
dominated woman acquires an exalted view of a man who at first seemed to
her quite insignificant.
But it often happens that a woman succeeds to deifying none of the
men she knows. Love has a smaller place in woman’s life than has often
been supposed. Husband, children. home, amusements, social duties, van
ity, sexuality, career, are much more important. Most women dream of a
grand amour, a soul-searing love, They have known substitutes, they have
been close to it; it has come to them in partial, bruised, ridiculous. imper
(ect, mendacious (crisis; but very few have truly dedicatejrliit.
—

The grundes amaureuses are most often women who have
not frittered
themselves away to juvenile attain; they have first accept
ed the traditional
feminine destiny: husband, home, children; or they have known
pitiless sol
itude; or they have banked on some enterprise that has been more
or less of
a failure. And when they glimpse the opponumcy to salvage disapp
a
oint
ing life by dedicating it to some superior person, they desper
ately give
themselves up to this hope. Mile Ails’, Juliette Drouct, and
Mine d’Agoult
were almost thirty when their love-ilk began. Julie de Lapina
sie not far
from forty. No other aim in life which seemed worth while was
open to
than, love was thea only way out.
Even if they can choose independence, this mad seems the
most attrac
tive to a majority of women: it is agonizing for a woman
to assume responsi
bility for her life. Even the male, when adolescent, is quite
willing to turn
for guidance, education, mothenng; but customary
atti
usda, the boy’s training, and his own inner imperatives
forbid him to con
tent himself in the end with the easy solution of
abdication; to him such af
fairs with older women an only a stage through which
he passes. It is man’s
good fortune—in adulthood as an early childhood—
to be obliged to take
the most arduous roads, but the surest; it is woman
’s misfortune to be sur-(
rounded by almost inesistible temptations; everyth
ing mates her to followj
the easy slopes; instead of being invited to fight her
own way up, she is told
that she has only to let herself slide and she will
attain paradises of en’
chantment. When she perceives that she has been duped
by a mirage, it is
too late; her strength has been exhaus
ted to a losing venture,
—
The supreme goal of human love, as of mystical love,
is identification
with the loved one, The measure of values, the truth of
the world, are In his
consciousness; hence it a not enough to serve him, The
woman in love tries
to see with his eyes; she reads the books he reads, prefers
the pictures and
the music he prefers; she is interested only in the
landscapes she sees with
him, in the ideas that come from him; she adopts
his fnendships. ha aim’tin, his opmions; when she questions herself, it
a his reply she tries to hear;
she wants to have in her lungs the air he has already
breathed; the fruits
and flowers that do not come from his bands
have no taste and no fra
grance. Her idea of location in space, even, a upset:
the center of the world
is no longer the place where she a. but that occupied
by her lover; all roads
lead us ha home, and from it. She uses his words,
mimics his gestures, ac
quires his eccentricities and his dc& “I am Heathcliffe,”
says Cathenne in
Wuthenng Heights; that is the cry of every woman
in love; she is another

is another incarnation oUter loved one,
his reflection, his double: she is he.
She lets her own world collapse in
contingence, for she really lives in ha.
The supreme happiness of the woman in
love is to be recognized by the
loved man as a pan of himself; when he sap “we,”
she is associated and
identified with him, she shares his prestige and
reigns with hun over the
rest of the world; she never tires of repeating—e
ven to excess— this delecta
ble “we. - As one necessary to a being who
is absolute necessity, who stands
forth in the world seeking necessary goals
and who gives her back the world
in necessary form, the woman in iove acquires
in her submission that mag
niElcent possession, the absolute. It a this cemwde
that gives her lofty joys;
she feels exalted to a place at the nght hand
of God. Small matter to her to
have only second place if she has her place,
forever, in a most wonderfully
ordered world. So long as she is in love and
is loved by and necessary to her
loved one, she feels herself wholly justified:
she knows peace and happiness.
Such was perhaps the lot of MIle Aisse with
the Chevalier dAydie before re
ligious scruples troubled his soul, or that
of Juliette Drouet in the mighty
shadow of Victor Hugo.
But this glorious felicity rarely lasts, No man
really is God. The rela
lions sustained by the mystic with the
divine Absence depend on her fervor
alone; but the deified man, who is not God,
is present. And from this fact
are to come the torments of the woman
in love, Her most common fate is
summed up in the famous words of Julie
de t.apinasse: Mways, my dear
friend, I love you, I suffer and I await
you.” To be sure, suffenng is linked
with love for men also: but their pangs are
either of short duration or not
overly severe. Benjamin Constant wanted
to die on account of Mine R&a
inter: he was cured in a twelvemonth,
Stendhal regretted Métilde for years.
but it was a regreythat perfumed his
life without destroying it. Whereas
woman, in assuming her role as the inessenual,
accepting a total depen
dence, creates a hell for herself. Every
woman in love recognizes herself in
Hans Andersen’s little mermaid who
exchanged her fishtail for feminine
legs through love and then found herself
walking on needles and live coals.
It is not true that the loved man is
absolutely necessary, above chance and
circumstance, and the woman a not necessary
to him; he a not really in a
position Co justify the feminine being who
is consecrated to his worship, and
he does not permit himself to be possessed
by her.
An authentic love should assume the
contingence of the other; that is to
say, his lacks, his limitations, and his
basic gratuitousness, ft would not pre
tend to be a mode of salvation, but a
human inter-relation, Idolatrous love
attributes an absolute value to tle loved one,
a first falsity that is brilliantly

apparent to all outsidea He isn’t worth all that love,” is whispered around
the woman in love, and posterity wean a pitying smile at the thought of
certain pallid heron, like Count Guibert. It is a searing disappo’mtmentto
the woman to discover the faults, the mediocrity of her idol. Novelists, like1
Colette, have often depicted this bitter anguish. The disillusion a still more
cruel than that of the child who sees the father’s prestige crumble, because
the woman has herself selected the one to whom she has gwen over her en’,
tin being.
Even if the chosen one is worthy of the profoundest affection, his truth
is of the earth, earthy. and it is no longer this mere man whom the woman
loves as she kneels before a supreme being; she is duped by that spirit of se
riousness which declines to take values as incidental—that is to say, declines
to recognize that they have their source in human existence. Her bad faith
raises barriers between her and the man she adorn. She offers him incense,
she bows don, but she is not a friend whim since she don not realize that
he is in danger in the world, that his projects and his aims axe as fragile as
he is; regarding him as the Faith, the Thith, she maundentands his
freedom—his hesitancy and anguish of spirit. This refusal to apply a hu
man measuring scale to the lover explains many feminine paradoxes. The
woman asks a favor from her lover, Is it granted? Then he is generous, rich,
magnificent; he is kingly, he is divine, is it refused? Then be is avandous,
mean, cruel; he is a devilish or a bestial creature. One might be tempted to
object: if a “yes” is such an astounding and superb extravagance, should
one be surprised at a “no”? If the “no” discloses such abject selfishness, why
wonder so uch at the yes
the niperhuman and the mhum an is
A fallen god is not a man: he is a fraud; the lover has no other alterna
tive than to prove that he really is this king accepting adulation —or to con’
fes himself a usurper. If he a no longer adored, he must be trampled on,
In virtue of that glory with which she has haloed the brow of her beloved,
the woman in love forbids him any weakness; she is disappointed and vexed
if he don not live up to the image she has put in his place. If he gets tired
or careless, if he gets hungry or thirsty at the wrong time, if he makes a mis’
take or contradicts himself, she asserts that he is “not himself’ and she
makes a grievance of it. In this indirect way ste will go so far as to take him
to task for any of his ventures that she disapproves; she judges her judge.
and she denies him his liberty so that he may deserve to remain her master.
Her worship sometimes finds better satisfaction in his absence than in his
_p1ence:_as we have seen, there are women who devote themselves to dead

or otherwise inaccessible heroes,
so that they may never have to face them
in penon, for beings of flesh and blood
would be fatally contrary to their
dreams. Hence such disillusioned sayin
gs as: One must not believe in
Pnnce Charming. Men are only poor creat
ures,” and the like. They would
not seem to be dwarfs if they had not
been asked to be giants.
Genuine love ought to be founded on the mutu
al recognition of two lib
erties; the lovers would then experienc
e themselves both as self and as
other: neither would give up transcend
ence, neither would be mutilated;1
together ihey would manifest values and
arms in the world. For the one and
the other, love would be revelation of self
by the gift of self and enrichment
of the world,
A7-

her emp!1jj!l Ortihe day when it will be possible for woman to love
not in her weakness but in her strength, not to escape herself but to
fiod herself, not to abase herself but to assert herself—on that day
love will become for her, as for man, a source of life and not of mortal
danger. In the meantime, love represents in its most touching form
the curse that lies heavily upon woman confined in the feminine uni
verse, woman mutilated, insufficient unto herself. The innumerable
martyrs to love bear witness against the injustice of a fate that offers
a sterile hell as ultimate salvation-

-

V
But most often woman knows herself
only as different, relative; hers
pour-otarui, relation to others, is conf
used with her very being; for her,
love is not an intennediaiy “between
herself and herself’ because she does
not attain her subjective existence
; she remains engulfed in this loving
woman whom man has not only reve
aled, but created, Her salvation de
pends on tins despotic free being
that has made her and can instantly de
stroy het She lives in fear and trembling
before this man who holds her des
tiny in his hands without quite know
ing it, without quite wishing to. She is
in danger through an
other, an anguished and powerless onlooker
at her
own fate. Involuntary tyrant,
involuntary executioner, this other wean
a
hostile visage in spite of her and
of himself. And so, instead of the union
sought for, (f,man in love know
s the most bitter solitude then a ‘in
stead of co-operation, she knows strug
gle and not seldom bate. For woman,
love is a supreme effop to survive
by accepting the dependence to which she
is condemned; but even with consent
a life of dependency can be lived only
in fear and servility.
Men have ned with one anothej
jaiming that love a woman’s su
preme accomplisJ)t. “A woman
who loves as a w6iiWEoma only
I&more feminine,” says Nietzsche;
and Bahac: “Among the first-rate,
man’s life a fame, woman’s life is love
. Woman is man’s equal only when she
makes her life a perpetual offer
ing. as that of man a perpetual action.”
But therein, again, is a cruel dece
ption, since what she offers, men are in
no wue anxious to accept. Man has
no need of the unconditional devotion
he claims, nor of the idolatrous
love that flatten his vanity; he accepts them
only on condition that he ned
not satisfy the reciprocal demands these at
titudes imply. He preaches to wom
an chat she should give—and her &fu
bore him to distraction; she is left
in embarrassment with her useless offeça
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