Masturbation: Conceptual and Ethical Matters
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This vice, which shame and timidity find so convenient, has a particular attraction for lively imaginations. It allows them to dispose, so to speak, of the whole female sex at their will, and to make any beauty who tempts them serve their pleasure without the need of first obtaining her consent.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau1
[I]f your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.
Jesus [Matthew 5:30]
Masturbation mocks, even "deconstructs," the categories and concepts of both our everyday (ordinary) and technical (scientific) sexual discourses. Masturbation, like sex that can occur in a good marriage or with an admired and intimate lover, is sex with someone I care about and to whose satisfaction and welfare I am devoted. Masturbation is incestuous, since it happens with someone to whom I am blood-related, someone within my own family. If I am married, my masturbating is adulterous, since it is sex with someone who is not my spouse, to whom I am not married. Masturbation is homosexual: a man sexually pleases a man or a woman sexually pleases a woman. Masturbation is pederastic, when it is engaged in by a youngster. Masturbation is sex we occasionally fall into inadvertently or nonconsciously ("if you shake it more than twice, you're playing with it" -- see the Hungarian comic, above), and hence masturbation is sex that is not completely voluntary or consensual; it is not quite against my will, yet not fully with my will either. And masturbation with fantasies---to rely on Rousseau's insight---is the promiscuous rape of every man, woman, or beast to whom I take a fancy. Given the queer nature of masturbation, it is no wonder that we advertise our marriages and brag about our affairs and conquests, but silently keep our masturbatory practices to ourselves. The sexual revolution has made having sex and living together outside matrimony perfectly socially acceptable; it has encouraged the toleration, if not also the celebration, of homosexual lifestyles; it has even breathed respectable life into the colorful practices of the sons and daughters of the Marquis de Sade.2 But to call a man a jerk off is still strongly derogatory (and an accusation that masturbating women somehow avoid). Masturbation, at least the male variety, is the black sheep of the family of sex,3 scorned, as we shall see, by both the Right and the Left.

The Concept
Conceptual questions about masturbation arise when we critically examine the paradigm or central case: a person in a private place or space manually rubs the penis or clitoris and eventually reaches an orgasm (perhaps aided by fantasy, pornography, or by nothing at all). But most of the salient features of the paradigm case are conceptually unnecessary. (1) One can masturbate in the crowded waiting room of a bus terminal (hardly a private space), with erect penis displayed for all to see or with fingers conspicuously rubbing the clitoris. (Of course, this masturbatory behavior might lead to being arrested by the police.) (2) The hands do not have to be used, as long as the sexually sensitive areas of the body can be pressed against a suitably shaped object of comfortable composition: the back of a horse or its saddle, the seat of a bicycle or motorcycle, a rug or pillows. (3) Orgasm need not be attained for the act to be masturbatory, nor need it even be the goal. Prolonged sexual pleasure itself is often the point of masturbation, pleasure that can be curtailed by the orgasm, which might occur too soon. (4) The clitoris or penis need not receive the most or any attention. There are other sexually sensitive areas one can touch and press for masturbatory pleasure: the anus, nipples, thighs, and lips. What little remains in the paradigm case of masturbation does seem necessary, however: (5) the person who, by touching or pressing the sexually sensitive areas of the body causally produces the sensations, is exactly the same person who experiences them. The rubber is the rubbed. On this account, the "solitary vice" of "self-abuse" looks logically reflexive.

But mutual masturbation would be conceptually impossible if masturbation were logically solitary, and we have a paradigm case of mutual masturbation: two persons rubbing each other between the legs (which act we do often call "mutual masturbation"). Now, if it is conceptually possible for two persons X and Y to masturbate each other, it must also be conceptually possible for X to masturbate Y, while Y simply relaxes and receives this attention, not doing anything to or for X. For example, to give to another person, or to receive from another person, what is sometimes called a "hand job" is to engage in a masturbatory sexual act.4 "To masturbate," then, is both an intransitive and a transitive verb or concept. Similarly, I can, conceptually, both respect (or deceive) myself and respect (or deceive) another person. Reflexivity, then, may be a sufficient condition, but it does not seem to be necessary, for a sexual act to be masturbatory.

But, if so, an analytic problem arises: explaining why mutual masturbation is masturbation. This turns out to be a difficult task. For example, saying that the paradigm case of mutual masturbation and the two-person hand job are masturbatory just because they are sexual acts that involve the hands and genitals is awkward. We would end up claiming that all solitary sex acts are masturbatory, even those that do not involve the hands and the genitals, while paired sexual acts are masturbatory exactly when they do involve the hands and the genitals. This seems arbitrary and ad hoc.

Further, on this view, X's tweaking her own nipples when she is alone is masturbatory, Y's doing it to or for X when they are together is not masturbatory, yet Y's manually tweaking X's clitoris is masturbatory. These implications are chaotic; there must be (we optimistically hope) a better way to differentiate paired masturbatory from paired nonmasturbatory sexual acts, if there is a distinction at all.

One way to distinguish paired masturbatory sexual acts (that is, mutual masturbation) from paired nonmasturbatory sexual acts might be to contrast sexual acts that do not involve any insertion and those that do. The idea is that without the bodily insertion of something, somewhere, no mixing together of two fleshes occurs, and the participants in some sense remain isolated in their private place (the way the solitary masturbator carries out his or her sexual activity). On this view, the paradigm case of mutual masturbation, in which the persons rub each other between the legs, and the two-person hand job, both turn out to be masturbatory because no insertion occurs. And male-female coitus and male-male anal coitus would not be masturbatory because they do involve insertion. Further, on this view, X's fellating Y is not a case of masturbation, which seems correct, and the view plausibly implies that coitus between a human male and a female animal (a sheep), or between a human female and a male animal (a dog), is not masturbatory (assuming that the man or the woman is not engaged in a solitary activity if an animal is involved). These sexual acts are not masturbatory because some sort of insertion occurs. The view also implies that frottage in a crowded subway car is masturbatory, even though it requires the presence of another person, the unwilling victim, and that tribadism is a mutually masturbatory sexual activity, because there is no insertion in either case. But distinguishing between paired masturbatory and paired nonmasturbatory sexual activity by referring to acts that do not and acts that do involve insertion is inadequate. In the paradigm case of mutual masturbation, insertion of one person's fingers into the vagina of the other person might very well occur, and the fact that some insertion takes place would not seem to imply that the act was no longer mutual masturbation. To appreciate the point another way, consider cunnilingus. This sexual act might or might not involve insertion, in this case of the tongue, lips, or nose into another person's vagina. To claim that cunnilingus is masturbatory when and only when it does not involve insertion implies that one continuous act of cunnilingus would change from not masturbatory to masturbatory and back again often within a few minutes. That, too, is a chaotic and counterintuitive implication. And what about a male who punctures a hole in a watermelon to make room for his erect penis, or a female who reaches for her g-spot with a zucchini inside her vagina? These acts are masturbatory yet involve insertion of a genital organ into something or of something into a genital organ.

Some of these problem examples can be avoided by narrowing what counts as an "insertion." Masturbation might be characterized more specifically as sexual activity not involving the insertion of a real penis into a hole or cavity of a living being. Then the problem caused by the watermelon and the zucchini examples mentioned above is solved. But it seems to follow that all paired lesbian sexuality, which does not involve a penis, is masturbatory,5 while many paired sexual acts (oral sex, anal coitus) engaged in by male homosexuals are not masturbatory. This conclusion doesn't make any sense at all. Were we to decide, for which there is good reason, that a male having intercourse with a sheep is, after all, engaging in a masturbatory act---that is, if we perceive no significant difference between this bestial sexual act and a man's rubbing his penis with a pair of woman's panties (using "solitary" to mean being away from other people)---we could define masturbation even more specifically as sexual activity not involving the insertion of a real penis into a hole or cavity of a human being. This refined, scholastic account of masturbation is literally phallocentric in characterizing sexual acts with reference to the male organ. As a result, the analysis implies an implausible conceptual double standard: fellatio, oral sex done on a male (whether by a male or a female), is not masturbatory, but cunnilingus, oral sex done on a female (by a male or a female), is always masturbatory. An evaluative double standard looms when to this analysis the usual disparagement of masturbation is added: fellatio is "real sex," cunnilingus is a fraud, merely masturbation. This refined view (which is sexist but not heterosexist, because its point does not depend on the sex or gender of the fellator) is similar to the claim (which is heterosexist but not necessarily sexist) that the paradigm case of a natural, normal, acceptable, or proper sexual act is male-female coitus. What is conceptually and normatively emphasized in this latter view---the most specific we can get about "insertion"---is the insertion of a real penis not into any hole of a human being, but its insertion into a particular hole, the vagina. This view suggests that masturbation should be understood as any sexual act that is not procreative in its form or potential, whether solitary or paired. Socially or theologically useless sexual acts, those that do not aim at, or do not have at least the potential of, perpetuating the species, and whose purpose is, instead, only or primarily to produce pleasure for the participant(s), are masturbatory. If so, our sexual lives contain a lot more masturbation than we had thought. Maybe, as we shall see, this is the right conclusion to draw, that most of our paired sexual acts (in addition to our solitary sexual acts) are masturbatory, but we would like more convincing grounds for it. Maybe, also, we should abandon the attempt to distinguish paired masturbatory from paired nonmasturbatory sexual acts, and jettison the notion of "mutual masturbation" from our sexual discourse as being archaic, misleading, and a misnomer. But let us stubbornly press forward.

There is usually a clear distinction between solitary and paired sexual activity, and to this extent, at least, there is a clear way to identify some masturbatory sexual acts. But suppose a person X is engaging in some sexual activity with another person Y, and X's arousal is sustained during this physical interaction by X's having private fantasies. This sexual act is solitary and hence masturbatory in the sense that Y is absent from X's sexual consciousness. It is as if X were really alone. That which would be arousing X during solitary masturbation (X's fantasies) is doing the same thing for X while X rubs his penis or clitoris on or with Y's body instead of with X's own hand. Paired sex, then, even heterosexual genital intercourse, might be seen as masturbation pure and simple, depending on certain "mental" components of the sexual act. Consider, further, that under certain descriptions of paired sexual activity, no difference exists between it and solitary masturbation. Listen to the young, precocious, helpful Alexander Portnoy offer his cheating father an exculpating redescription of adultery:

What after all does it consist of? You put your dick some place and moved it back and forth and stuff came out the front. So, Jake, what's the big deal?6
Adulterous coitus is redescribed, defined "downward," as if it were solitary masturbation: you put your penis someplace---in your fist---and move it back and forth until it ejaculates. Portnoy's sarcasm also suggests why there is no essential difference between mutual masturbation and heterosexual genital or homosexual (or heterosexual) anal intercourse: every paired sexual act is masturbatory because the mutual rubbing of sensitive areas, the friction of skin against skin, that occurs during mutual masturbation is from a physical perspective the same as the mutual rubbing of skin against skin that occurs during coitus. The only difference is that different parts of the body or patches of skin may be involved in the rubbings; but, of course, no one patch or set of patches of skin has any sexual privilege over any other. Further, there is only one difference between solitary and paired masturbation or between solitary sexual activity and any type of paired sexual activity: the number of people who accomplish these same physical rubbings. We might now have a better reason for concluding that all sex is masturbatory.

Reflecting on what Immanuel Kant has written on human sexuality may be useful here. For Kant, sexual interaction by its nature involves one person's merely using another person for the sake of achieving sexual pleasure:

[T]here is no way in which a human being can be made an Object of indulgence for another except through sexual impulse. . . . Sexual love . . . by itself . . . is nothing more than appetite. Taken by itself it is a degradation of human nature. . . . [A]s an Object of appetite for another a person becomes a thing.7
Kant is not asserting the physical indistinguishability of mutual masturbation and other paired sexual acts. He is suggesting that the desire involved in all sexual activity is the desire to get sexual pleasure for oneself through the vehicle of the other's body and the other's compliance with one's wishes, and that the other person is just a means for the satisfaction of this desire. (Solitary masturbation would involve the desire to get sexual pleasure for oneself by using one's own body, or oneself, as a thing.) In portraying all sexual acts as by their nature objectifying and instrumental, Kant makes us wonder: is not celibacy required? Kant answers in the negative:

The sole condition on which we are free to make use of our sexual desire depends upon the right to dispose over the person as a whole. . . . [I] obtain these rights over the whole person . . . [o]nly by giving that person the same rights over the whole of myself. This happens only in marriage. . . . In this way the two persons become a unity of will. . . . Thus sexuality leads to a union . . . and in that union alone its exercise is possible.8
I do not think that Kant is claiming that the marital pledge assures that even though the spouses are a means to each other's sexual pleasure in the marriage bed, they do not treat each other merely as means to their sexual pleasure but also as ends, as persons to whom respect and consideration is due during sex, as well as before and after. Perhaps, instead, Kant justifies marital sexual acts by abolishing the conceptual possibility of instrumentality altogether; by literally uniting two persons into one person by marriage, he makes the sexual use of one person by another conceptually impossible.9 I do not think that this is what Kant had in mind.10 But if this view is right, Kant would in effect be justifying sexual activity in marriage by reducing or equating it to solitary masturbation, the sexual activity of a single, even if metaphysically larger or more complex, person.11
Kant's notion (if it is Kant's) that the marital union of two persons into one person cleanses sexuality of instrumentality apparently has two radical implications: that marriage between two homosexual persons would similarly cleanse same-sex sexuality12 and that masturbation must be permissible. Kant himself, however, resists both implications, asserting that masturbation and homosexuality are immoral because they are crimina carnis contra naturam:

[O]nanism . . . is abuse of the sexual faculty without any object. . . . By it man sets aside his person and degrades himself below the level of animals. . . . [I]ntercourse between sexus homogenii . . . too is contrary to the ends of humanity; for the end of humanity in respect of sexuality is to preserve the species.13
Kant culminates his denouncement of these sexual aberrations nastily: "He," the masturbator or the homosexual, "no longer deserves to be a person."

Kant has not provided a criterion for distinguishing paired masturbatory from paired nonmasturbatory sexual activity (quite the opposite, actually). Nor was that an issue that concerned him. But Kant's thought suggests a criterion that concedes to Portnoy the physical similarity of solitary masturbation, mutual masturbation, and paired intercourse, and focuses instead on a mental or attitudinal difference: sexual activity between two persons, each of whom is concerned not only (or not at all) with her or his own sexual pleasure but also (or only) with the sexual pleasure of the other person, is not masturbatory (no matter what physical acts they engage in), while sexual activity in which a person is concerned solely with her or his own pleasure is masturbatory. Conceiving of and treating another person merely as a means to the satisfaction of one's sexual desires might be, as argued throughout Kant's ethical writings, an important mark of the immoral. Here it is being regarded, instead, as the criterion of the masturbatory. This view implies, plausibly, that inconsiderate husbands and rapists are the authors of masturbatory acts. It also implies that mutual masturbation is not masturbatory, as long as the touches are meant to produce sexual pleasure not only for the toucher but also for the one being touched.

A weakness of this Kant-inspired analysis is that it does not sufficiently keep distinct the definition and the evaluation of masturbation, for if we assume the correctness of Kantian ethics, to call a sexual act masturbatory without also condemning it morally or raising doubts about its moral status would be difficult if not impossible. It is philosophically desirable that the mere definition of masturbation should not entail a negative (or a positive) moral judgment about it. One solution to this tangle is to reject Kantian ethics (as, after all, many do), while retaining a Kant-inspired definition of masturbation. This might entail that not all selfish, self-centered, or self-interested paired sexual acts are for that reason alone immoral, even if they are for that reason alone masturbatory. What seems to lie at the heart of masturbation on this Kant-inspired account is the effort to bring about sexual pleasure for the self---full stop. It is not part of the core idea of masturbation, then, that masturbation is solitary; for the attempt to produce sexual pleasure for the self might causally involve other people, animals, the whole universe. Hence that masturbation is logically reflexive---X acts on himself or herself to produce sexual pleasure for X---must not be taken to entail that masturbation is solitary. Acting on oneself does not exclude, that is, acting on oneself by acting on others. In light of the kind of physical creatures we are, attempting to please the self by acting on oneself is easier, even if not always successful. Because our own bodies are handy, and usually more accessible than the bodies of others, we misleadingly associate masturbation entirely with one form of it, the case in which X touches and sexually pleases X. But the attempt to produce one's own pleasure can involve other people. Solitary and paired sexual acts are masturbatory, then, to the extent that the actor attempts to produce pleasure for the actor; paired sexual activity is not masturbatory when one person (or both?) attempts to produce pleasure for the other. This notion of masturbation is descriptive, not normative; by itself, it neither praises nor condemns masturbation. But I am not convinced that all the maneuvering that is required philosophically to make this Kant-inspired criterion of masturbation hang together is worth it. Maybe the philosophy of sex would benefit from simply abandoning the idea that there is such a thing as mutual masturbation.

Fulfilling Desire
Three contemporary philosophical accounts of sexuality, proffered by thinkers within the sexually liberal tradition, yield the conclusions that solitary masturbation is not a sexual activity at all (Alan Goldman), is perverted sexuality (Thomas Nagel), or is "empty" sexuality (Robert Solomon). These conclusions are surprising, given the pedigree of these philosophers.14 I propose to take a careful look at their claims and arguments.

Let's begin with Alan Goldman's definitions of "sexual desire" and "sexual activity":15
[S]exual desire is desire for contact with another person's body and for the pleasure which such contact produces; sexual activity is activity which tends to fulfill such desire of the agent. (p. 40)
On Goldman's view, sexual desire is strictly the desire for the pleasure of physical contact itself, nothing else, and so does not include a component desire for, say, things such as love, communication, emotional expression, or progeny. Goldman thus takes himself to be offering a liberating analysis of sexuality that does not tether sex normatively or conceptually to love, the emotions, or procreation. But while advocating the conceptual and normative superiority of his notion of "plain sex," Goldman apparently forgot that masturbation needed protection from the same, usually conservative, philosophy that requires sexual activity to occur within a loving marriage or to be procreative in form or potential in order for it to be morally acceptable. On Goldman's analysis, solitary masturbation is not a sexual activity to begin with, for it does not "tend to fulfill" sexual desire, that is, the desire for contact with another person's body. Solitary masturbation, on this view, is quite unlike mutual masturbation, which does tend to fulfill the desire for contact, since it does involve the desired contact and hence is fully sexual. Goldman seems not to be troubled that on his view solitary masturbation is not a sexual act. But it is funny that masturbation is, for Goldman, not sexual, for the conservative philosophy that he rejects could reply to his account somewhat like this: by reducing sexuality entirely to the meaningless desire for the pleasure of physical contact ("meaningless" since divorced from love, marriage, commitment, and procreation), what Goldman has analyzed as being the sexual is merely a form of masturbation, even if it occurs between two people.

The vague "tends to fulfill" in Goldman's analysis of sexual activity presents problems. Goldman intended, I think, a narrow causal reading of this phrase: actually touching another person's body is a sexual act just because by the operation of a simple mechanism the act fulfills the desire for that contact and its pleasure. The qualification "tends to" functions to allow, for example, bungled kisses to count as sexual acts, even though they did not do what they were intended to do. Kisses "tend to fulfill" desire in the sense that they normally and effectively produce pleasure, prevented from doing so only by the odd interfering event (the braces get tangled; the hurrying lips land on the chin). The qualification also functions to allow disappointing sexual activity, which does not bring what anticipation promised, to count as sex. In this sense of "tends to fulfill," solitary masturbation is not sex. Suppose that X sexually desires Y, but Y declines X's invitations, and so X masturbates thinking about Y. Goldman's view is not that X's masturbation satisfies X's desire for contact with Y at least a little bit and hence is a sexual act, even if an inefficient one. X's solitary masturbation is not a sexual act at all, despite the sexual pleasure it yields for X, unlike the not pleasurable but still sexual bungled kiss. X's masturbation cannot "tend to fulfill" X's desire for contact with Y, since that contact is excluded.

Suppose we read "tends to fulfill" in a causally broader way. Then giving money to a prostitute---the act of taking bills out of a wallet and handing them to her---might be a sexual act (even if no sexual arousal accompanies the act), because doing so allows the patron to (tend to) fulfill his desire for contact with her body. Handing over $100 would be a more efficient sexual act than handing over a ten. Even on this broader reading, however, solitary masturbation would not be a sexual activity; despite the causal generosity, masturbation is still precluded from fulfilling sexual desire in Goldman's sense. (For similar reasons, someone masturbating while looking at erotic photographs is not engaged in a sexual act.) Indeed, solitary masturbation would be a contrasexual act, on Goldman's view, if the more X masturbates, the less time, energy, or interest X has for fulfilling the desire for contact with someone else's body.

Goldman does, though, acknowledge one sense in which solitary masturbation is a sexual activity:

Voyeurism or viewing a pornographic movie qualifies as a sexual activity, but only as an imaginative substitute for the real thing (otherwise a deviation from the norm as expressed in our definition). The same is true of masturbation as a sexual activity without a partner. (p. 42)
As I read Goldman, he seems to be claiming that masturbation done for its own sake, done only for the specific pleasure it yields, is not sexual, since it is not connected with a desire for contact with another person's body. On his view, masturbation is a sexual act only when done as a substitute for the not available "real thing." But on what grounds could he claim that masturbation's being an "imaginative substitute" for a sexual act makes it a sexual act? In general, being a substitute for a certain kind of act does not make something an occurrence of that kind of act. To eat soyburger as a beef substitute in a vegetarian restaurant is not to eat hamburger, even if the soyburger tastes exactly like hamburger. Eating a hamburger as a substitute for the sex I want but cannot have does not make my going to Burger King a sexual event, not even if out of frustration I gorge myself on burgers and fries as compensation.

Given Goldman's analyses of sexual desire and activity, the claim that masturbation done for its own sake is not sexual makes sense. If the solitary masturbator desires the pleasure of physical contact, and masturbates trying (in vain) to get that pleasure, the act, by a stretch, is sexual, because it at least involves genuine sexual desire. By contrast, if the masturbator wants only to experience pleasurable genital sensations, then the masturbator does not have sexual desire in Goldman's sense, and activity engaged in to fulfill this (on his view) nonsexual desire is not sexual activity. But now we have a different problem: what are we to call the act of this masturbator? In what category does it belong, if not the sexual? Note that Goldman argues (p. 41), along the same lines, that if a parent's desire to cuddle a baby, to have some physical contact with it, is only a desire (for example) to show affection and not a desire for the pleasure of physical contact itself, then the parent's act is not sexual. Goldman seems to assume that if the desire that causes or leads to an act is not sexual, then neither is the act sexual. But if so, a woman who performs fellatio on a man just for the money she gets from doing so is not performing a sexual act. It does not fulfill the sexual desire "of the agent," for, like the baby-cuddling parent, she has no sexual desire to begin with. Thus the prostitute's contribution to fellatio must be called, instead, a "rent paying" or "food gathering" act, since it tends to fulfill her desires to have shelter and eat. Actually, this is an interesting idea, that we should classify an act in part by its motive and not only in terms of its physical characteristics. Still, what Goldman's account implies about a prostitute's participation in a sexual act---it is not sexual, because it is not tied to the appropriate desire---is counterintuitive, flying in the face of common definitions of prostitution as having sex in exchange for money. What the prostitute does is to pay the rent by engaging in sex.

Completeness
Thomas Nagel designed his theory of sexuality in order to distinguish, in human sexuality, between the natural and the unnatural (or the perverted.)16 Human sexuality differs from animal sexuality in the role played by a spiral phenomenon that depends on our consciousness. Suppose (1) X looks at Y or hears Y's voice or smells Y's hair---that is, X "senses" Y---and as a result becomes sexually aroused. Also suppose (2) Y senses X, too, and as a result becomes aroused. X and Y are at the earliest or lowest stage of human sexual interaction: the animal level of awareness and arousal. But if (3) X becomes aroused further by noticing ("sensing") that Y is aroused by sensing X, and (4) Y becomes further aroused by noticing that X is aroused by sensing Y, then X and Y have reached a level of distinctively natural human sexuality. Higher iterations of the pattern are also psychologically characteristic of human sexuality: (5) X is aroused even further by noticing (4), i.e., that Y has become further aroused by noticing that X has been aroused by sensing Y. We might express Nagel's view of human sexuality this way: when X senses Y at the purely animal stage of sexual interaction, X is in X's own consciousness a subject and only a subject of a sexual experience; while Y is for X at this stage only an object of sexual attention. When X advances to the distinctively human level of sexuality, by noticing that Y is aroused by sensing X, X then becomes in X's own consciousness also an object (X sees himself or herself through the eyes---through the desire and arousal---of Y), and so at this level X experiences X as both subject and object. If Y, too, progresses up the spiral, Y's consciousness also recognizes Y as both subject and object. For Nagel, consciousness of oneself as both subject and object in a sexual interaction marks it as "complete," as psychologically natural.

Nagel's theory, because it is about natural sexuality and not about the essence (or the definition) of the sexual, does not entail that masturbation is not sexual. However, the judgment that solitary masturbation is perverted seems to follow from Nagel's account. Mutual masturbation can, but solitary masturbation cannot exhibit the completeness of natural sexuality; it lacks the combination of an awareness of the embodiment of another person and an awareness of being sensed as embodied, in turn, by that person. This explains, apparently, why Nagel claims that "narcissistic practices"---which for him seem to include solitary masturbation---are "stuck at some primitive version of the first stage" (p. 17) of the spiral of arousal; "narcissistic practices" are sexually perverted because they are "truncated or incomplete versions of the complete configuration" (p. 16). However, there is a world of difference between narcissism in some special, technical sense and solitary masturbation, so even if looking upon one's own body in a mirror with delight is a sexual perversion, a theorist of sex should not feel compelled for that reason to judge perverted the prosaic practice of solitary masturbation. Nagel also claims that shoe fetishism is perverted (p. 9); "intercourse with . . . inanimate objects" is incomplete (p. 17). But just because shoe fetishism might be a sexual perversion that involves masturbation, a theory of sex need not also conclude that shoeless masturbation is perverted.

A case can be made that the nature of sexual fantasy allows masturbation to be complete enough to be natural in Nagel's sense, and hence not a sexual perversion. Consider someone who is masturbating while looking at erotic photographs. This sexual act avoids incompleteness insofar as the person is aroused not only by sensing the model's body (the animal level), but by being aware of the model's intention to arouse the viewer or by sensing her real or feigned arousal (the human level), as much as these things are captured by the camera (or read into the photograph by the masturbator). Completeness seems not to require that X's arousal as a result of X's awareness of Y's arousal occur at the same time as Y's arousal. Nor does completeness require that X and Y be in the same place: X and Y can cause each other pleasure by talking over the telephone, ascending without any trouble into the spiral of arousal. Further, if X masturbates while fantasizing, sans photograph, about another person, X might be aroused by the intentions expressed or arousal experienced by the imagined partner. (Nagel does say [p. 14] that X might become aroused in response to a "purely imaginary" Y, but does not explain this observation or explore its implications.) A masturbator can imagine, conjure up, these details and experience heightened pleasure as a result. If the masturbator is aroused not only by sensing, in imagination, the other's body, but aroused also by noticing (having created the appropriate fantasy) that the other is aroused by sensing X, then X can be conscious of X as both subject and object, which is the mark of complete, and hence not perverted, sexuality.

I think that this way of arguing that masturbation can be psychologically complete sexuality exposes a complication in Nagel's account. Consider a sexual encounter between a man and a female prostitute. The woman, in order to spend as little time as possible engaging in coitus with her client (she is, after all, a business person, for whom time is money; and, besides, she might be repulsed by him), would like the client to achieve his orgasm quickly, and then she is done with him. She knows, by intuition or experience (she did not read Nagel to discover this feature of human sexual psychology), that her feigning being aroused both at the lowest animal level and at Nagel's human level will greatly increase the sexual arousal of her client and thereby instigate his orgasm. And she knows, equivalently, that failing to express her own arousal---lying mute and motionless on the bed---will impede his becoming aroused and postpone his orgasm. So the smart prostitute pretends, first, to be at the lowest animal level of human sexuality and then pretends to enter the spiral of arousal distinctive of human sexuality, while her client really does enter the spiral of arousal. The client is not responding with arousal to her being aroused, but only to his false belief that she is aroused. (The woman must carry out the feigning in a credible way, without histrionics.) He experiences himself as both subject and object of the sexual encounter, even though the prostitute remains altogether a sexual object. Thus, in order for one person X to ascend in the spiral of arousal, it need not be the case that the other person ascend as well; X need only believe that the other person is ascending. Whether this phenomenon (which, by the way, is not confined to prostitution, but can occur as well during marital sexual activity) confirms Nagel's account of human sexual psychology, or shows that his notion of psychological completeness is not all that complete, is unclear. My guess is that both are true.

Communication
Robert Solomon, as does Nagel, thinks that it is important to distinguish between animal and human sexuality.17 On Solomon's view, human sexuality is differentiated by its being "primarily a means of communicating with other people" (SAP, p. 279). Sensual pleasure is important in sexual activity, but pleasure is not the main point of sexual interaction or its defining feature (SP, p. 26; SAP, pp. 277-79). Sexuality is, instead, "first of all language" (SAP, 281). As "a means of communication, it is . . . essentially an activity performed with other people" (SAP, 279). Could such a view of human sexuality be kind to solitary masturbation? Apparently not:

If sexuality is essentially a language, it follows that masturbation, while not a perversion, is a deviation. . . . Masturbation is not "self-abuse" . . . but it is, in an important sense, self-denial. It represents an inability or a refusal to say what one wants to say. . . . Masturbation is . . . essential as an ultimate retreat, but empty and without content. Masturbation is the sexual equivalent of a Cartesian soliloquy. (SAP, p. 283)
If sexuality is communicative, as Solomon claims, solitary masturbation can be a sexual activity, for conversing with oneself is not impossible, even if it is not the paradigm case of a communicative act. The distinctive flaw of masturbation, for Solomon, is that with respect to other people, communicative intent, success, or content is missing from masturbation. Hence solitary masturbation is "empty" and a "deviation," a conclusion that seems to follow naturally from the proposition that sexuality is "essentially" a way persons communicate with each other.

Solomon's denouncing masturbation as a "refusal to say what one wants to say," however, slights the fact that a person might not have, at a given time, something to say to someone else (without thereby being dull); or that there might be nothing worthy of being said, and so silence toward another person is appropriate. Solomon's communication model of sexuality seems to force people to have sexual activity with each other, to talk with each other---in order to avoid the "deviation" of masturbation---even when they have nothing special to say (now that looks like "empty" sex). Further, even if the masturbator is merely babbling to himself or herself, he or she still enjoys this harmless pastime as much as does the baby who, for the pure joy if it, makes noises having no communicative intent or meaning. This is not to say that the masturbator is just an infant, in some derogatory sense. The point is that just as the baby who babbles confirms and celebrates its own existence, the person who masturbates can accomplish the same valuable thing, at the same time that he or she experiences the sheer physical pleasure of the act. Thus for Solomon to call masturbation "self-denial" is wrongheaded (it would be self-denial only if the masturbator had something to say to another person, and fled the opportunity to do so), but at least the accusation is a change from the popular conservative criticism of masturbation (which is implicit in Kant) as being a failure of self-denial, as being a giving-in to distracting temptations, an immersing of the self in the hedonistic and animalistic excess of self-gratification.

There is little warrant to conclude, within a model of sexuality that likens it to communicative or linguistic behavior, that masturbation is inferior.18 Solomon meant his analogy between masturbation and a "Cartesian soliloquy" to reveal the shallowness of solitary sexuality (or maybe it was just a thoughtless joke). But Rene Descartes's philosophical soliloquies are hardly uninteresting; even if we reject, as many philosophers today do, the foundationalism of Cartesian epistemology, we must admit the huge significance of what Descartes accomplished. I suspect, then, that many people would be proud to masturbate as well as the Meditations does philosophy. Diaries---which provide another analogy with masturbation in which a person speaks only to himself or herself---are not often masterpieces of literature, but that does not make them "empty." Indeed, some of the most fruitful discussions one can have are precisely with oneself, not as a substitute for dialogue with another person, and not as compensation for lacking opportunity for conversing with another person, but exactly to explore one's mind, to get one's thoughts straight. This is the stuff of from which intellectual integrity emerges, and is not necessarily just a preparation for polished public utterances.

Solomon acknowledges that not only "children, lunatics, and hermits" talk to themselves; "poets and philosophers" do so too (SAP, 283). This misleading concession has obvious derogatory implications for solitary masturbation. It plays upon the silly notion that philosophers and poets are a type of lunatic. Where are the bus drivers, the cooks, and the accountants? Solomon's abuse of solitary masturbation trades unfairly on the fact that talking to oneself has always received undeservedly bad publicity---unfair because we all do it, lips moving and heads bouncing, without thereby damning ourselves.

Solomon admits, in light of the fact that philosophers and others do speak to themselves---a counterexample to his argument that "sexuality is a language . . . and primarily communicative" and, hence, masturbation must be deviant---that "masturbation might, in different contexts, count as wholly different extensions of language" (SAP, p. 283; italics added). This crucial qualification implies that Solomon's negative judgment of masturbation is, after all, unjustified. Sometimes we want to converse with another person; sometimes we want to have that conversation sexually. In other contexts---in other moods, with other people, in different settings---we want only the pleasure of touching the other's body or of being touched and no serious messages are communicated. To turn around one of Solomon's points: sometimes pleasure alone is the goal of sexual activity, and even though communication might occur it is not the desired or intended result but only an unremarkable or merely curious side effect. In still other contexts or moods, we will not want to talk with anyone at all, but spend time alone. We might want to avoid intercourse, of both types, with human beings, those hordes from whose noisy prattle we try to escape by running off to Montana---not an "ultimate retreat," but a blessed haven, a sanctuary. For Solomon to call masturbation "empty" or inferior in the face of such facts about the importance of context to human sexuality in its many forms is to confess that he did not understand the implications of his own crucial qualification.

Men's Liberation
One of the conspicuous curiosities of the late 20th century and early 21st century is that deciding who is liberal and who is conservative is no longer easy. (Was it ever?) Consider, as an example, the views of John Stoltenberg, a student of the feminist writers and activists Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin. Stoltenberg rightly complains about our "cultural imperative" which asserts that men in our society must "fuck" in order to be men, and he rightly calls "baloney" the idea that "if two people don't have intercourse, they have not had real sex."19 Stoltenberg also observes that "sometimes men have coital sex . . . not because they particularly feel like it but because they feel they should feel like it." This is a reasonable philosophy of men's liberation and men's feminism, and supplies part of an answer to Solomon. But from these observations Stoltenberg fails to draw the almost obvious conclusion about the value of men's solitary masturbation. Indeed, it is jolting to behold him, in an argument reminiscent of religious objections to contraception (viz., its use makes women into sexual objects), laying a guilt trip on those men who masturbate with the aid of pornography:

Pay your money and imagine. Pay your money and get real turned on. Pay your money and jerk off. That kind of sex helps . . . support an industry committed to making people with penises believe that people without are sluts who just want to be ravished and reviled---an industry dedicated to maintaining a sex-class system in which men believe themselves sex machines and men believe women are mindless fuck tubes. (pp. 35-36)
In light of Kant's dismal view of human sexual interaction as essentially instrumental, and Stoltenberg's criticism of the obnoxious social imperative that men must fuck women to be men, surely something can be said on behalf of men's solitary masturbation. The men's movement attack on oppressive cultural definitions of masculinity, in hand with feminist worries about the integrity of sexual activity between unequally empowered men and women, suggests that men's masturbation is at least a partial solution to a handful of problems. A man pleasing himself by masturbating is not taking advantage of economically and socially less powerful women; he is not refurbishing the infrastructure of his fragile ego at the expense of womankind. He is, instead, flouting cultural standards of masculinity that instruct him that he must perform sexually with women in order to be a man.

Yet, for Stoltenberg, it is fantasizing and the heightened sexual pleasure that the imagination makes possible (p. 44), the things I mentioned while arguing that masturbation is psychologically complete, in Nagel's sense, that constitute wrongful sexual objectification. Stoltenberg does not merely condemn masturbating with pornography (pp. 35-36, 42-43, 49-50). Fantasy per se is at fault: Stoltenberg condemns men's masturbating with memories of and passing thoughts about women, even when these fantasies are not violent (pp. 41-44). A man's conjuring up a mental image of a woman, her body, or its various parts, is to view the woman as an object, as a thing. Stoltenberg thus takes Kant very seriously. He answers Robert Nozick's deconstructive or sarcastic question---"In getting pleasure from seeing an attractive person go by, does one use the other solely as a means? Does someone so use an object of sexual fantasies?"20---with a "yes."

The mental sexual objectification involved in sexual fantasy is both a cause and a result of our social system of "male supremacy," according to Stoltenberg (pp. 51, 53-54). Further, mental sexual objectification makes its own contribution to violence against women (pp. 54-55). Stoltenberg's reason for thinking this is flimsy. He supposes that when a man fantasizes sexually about women, he reduces them from persons to objects. Further, when a man thinks of women as things, he has given himself carte blanche in his behavior toward them, including violence: regarding an object, "you can do anything to it you want" (p. 55). Of course the last claim is false. There are innumerable lifeless objects to which I would never lay a hand, because other people value them, and I value these people, or because I myself dearly value the objects. Therefore, reducing a woman to a thing---or, to describe it more faithfully to men's experiences than Stoltenberg is willing to do: emphasizing for a while the beauty of only one aspect of a person's existence---does not mean, either logically or psychologically, that she can or will be tossed around the way a young girl slings her Barbie or a young boy tosses his Buzz Lightyear.

Stoltenberg vastly underestimates the nuances of men's fantasies about women; his phenomenological account of what occurs in the minds of fantasizing men---the purported reduction of persons to things---is crude. Her smile, the way she moves down the stairs, the bounce of her tush, the sexy thoughts in her own mind, her lusty yearning for me---these are mere parts of her. But fantasizing or imagining them while masturbating, or driving my car, or having coffee, need not amount to, indeed is the opposite of, my reducing her to plastic. These are fantasies about people, not things, and they remain people during the fantasy. My fantasy of her (having a) fantasy of me (or of her having a fantasy of my [having a] fantasy of her) is structurally too sophisticated to be called crude objectification. The fantasizer makes himself in his consciousness both subject and object and imagines his partner as both subject and object. Recognizing the imagined person ontologically as a person is hardly a superfluous component of men's---or women's---fantasies. That Stoltenberg overlooks the complex structure of men's fantasies about women is not surprising; the primitive idea that men vulgarly reduce women to objects in their fantasies is precisely what would occur to someone (Stoltenberg) who has already objectified men, who has reduced men from full persons having intricate psychologies to robots with penises.

Conjugal Union
The conservative Catholic philosopher and legal scholar John Finnis claims, plausibly, that there are morally worthless sexual acts in which "one's body is treated as instrumental for the securing of the experiential satisfaction of the conscious self."21 Out of context, this claim seems to be condemning rape, the use of a person and his or her body by another person for mere "experiential satisfaction." But rape is the farthest thing from Finnis's mind, for he is talking not about coerced sex, but sexual activity that is fully voluntary. When is sex instrumental, and hence worthless, even though consensual? Finnis immediately mentions, creating the impression that these sexual activities are his primary targets, that "in masturbating, as in being . . . sodomized," the body is merely a tool of satisfaction. As a result of one's body being used, a person undergoes "disintegration": in masturbation and homosexual anal intercourse "one's choosing self [becomes] the quasi-slave of the experiencing self which is demanding gratification." We should ask---since Finnis sounds remarkably like the Kant who claims that sex by its nature is instrumental and objectifying---how sexual acts other than masturbation and sodomy avoid this problem. The answer Finnis provides is that they don't; the worthlessness and disintegration that attach to masturbation and sodomy attach to "all extramarital sexual gratification." The physical nature of the act is not the decisive factor, after all; the division between the sexually wholesome and the sexually worthless is, on Finnis's view, between potentially procreative "conjugal activity" and everything else. (Nevertheless, Finnis uses a broad notion of "masturbation," which perhaps explains why he mentions that practice as his first example of a disintegrating and worthless sexual act: for Finnis, even a married couple that performs anal intercourse, coitus interruptus, or fellatio---nonprocreative sexual acts---are engaging in masturbatory sex.)22
The question then arises: what is so special about the conjugal bed that allows marital sex to avoid promoting disintegration? Finnis replies that worthlessness and disintegration attach to masturbation and sodomy in virtue of the fact that in these activities "one's conduct is not the actualizing and experiencing of a real common good." Marriage, on the other hand,

with its double blessing---procreation and friendship---is a real common good . . . that can be both actualized and experienced in the orgasmic union of the reproductive organs of a man and a woman united in commitment to that good.
Being married is, we can grant, often conducive or contributes to the value of sexual activity. Even so, what is objectionable about sexual activity between two single consenting adults who care about and enjoy pleasing each other? Does not this mutual pleasing avoid shamefulness and worthlessness? No: the friends might only be seeking pleasure for its own sake, as often occurs in sodomy and masturbation. And although Finnis thinks that "pleasure is indeed a good," he qualifies that concession with "when it is the experienced aspect of one's participation in some intelligible good" (italics added). For Finnis's argument to work, however, he must claim that pleasure is a good only when it is an aspect of the pursuit or achievement of some other good. This is not what Finnis says. Perhaps he does not say it because he fears his readers will reject such an extreme reservation about the value of pleasure; or, perhaps, he doesn't say it because he realizes it is false: the pleasure of tasting food is good in itself, regardless of whether the eating is part of the goods of securing nutrition or sharing table.

What if the friends say that they do have a common good, their friendship, the same way a married couple has the common good that is their marriage? If "their friendship is not marital . . . activation of their reproductive organs cannot be, in reality, an . . . actualization of their friendship's common good," replies Finnis. The claim is obscure. Finnis tries to explain, and in doing so reveals the crux of his sexual philosophy:

the common good of friends who are not and cannot be married (man and man, man and boy, woman and woman) has nothing to do with their having children by each other, and their reproductive organs cannot make them a biological (and therefore a personal) unit.
Finnis began with the Kantian intuition that sexual activity involves treating the body instrumentally, and he concludes with the Kantish intuition that sex in marriage avoids disintegrity since the couple is a biological "unit," or insofar as "the orgasmic union of the reproductive organs of husband and wife really unites them biologically." In order for persons to be part of a genuine union, their sexual activity must be both marital and procreative. The psychic falling apart each person would undergo in nonmarital sex is prevented in marital sex by their joining into one; this bolstering of the self against a metaphysical hurricane is gained by the tempestuous orgasm, of all things.

At the heart of Finnis's philosophy is a scientific absurdity, if not also an absurdity according to common sense, and further conversation with him becomes difficult. But Finnis's argument, even if it shows the worthlessness of sterile homosexuality and solitary masturbation, seems to have no relevance for heterosexual friends, for those who are not, but could be, married. After all, if marriage has the "double blessing" of procreation and friendship, the same double blessing is available to heterosexual friends. Would Finnis want to claim, in reply, that if these friends are committed to each other and plan to, or do, have children with each other, they are in effect married and hence their sexual interactions are fine? That claim might be true, but others in Finnis's school of thought make it clear that marriage requires more than an informal agreement between people to spend their lives together indefinitely. No genuine commitment (or love, or union) exists without a formal compact; a promise too easily fled is no promise at all.23
Transcendental Illusions
For Finnis, the self is so fragile metaphysically that engaging in sexual activity for the sheer pleasure of it threatens to burst it apart. For Roger Scruton, another conservative who condemns masturbation, the ephemeral self is in continual danger of being exposed as a fraud: "In my [sexual] desire [for you] I am gripped by the illusion of a transcendental unity behind the opacity of [your] flesh."24 We are not really transcendental selves but fully material beings, which is why "excretion is the final 'no' to all our transcendental illusions" (p. 151). We are redeemed only through "a metaphysical illusion residing in the heart of sexual desire" (p. 95). Our passions make it appear that we are ontologically more than we really are. Sexuality must be treated with kid gloves, then, lest we lose the spiritually uplifting and socially useful reassurance that we humans are the ontological pride of the universe.

The requirement that human sexuality be approached somberly translates, for Scruton, not only into the ordinary claim that the sexual impulse must be educated or tamed to be the partner of heterosexual love, but also into a number of silly judgments. While discussing the "obscenity" of masturbation, Scruton offers this example:

Consider the woman who plays with her clitoris during the act of coition. Such a person affronts her lover with the obscene display of her body, and, in perceiving her thus, the lover perceives his own irrelevance. She becomes disgusting to him, and his desire may be extinguished. The woman's desire is satisfied at the expense of her lover's, and no real union can be achieved between them. (p. 319)
The obvious reply to how Scruton handles this example is to say that without the woman's masturbation, her desire might be extinguished and his desire satisfied at the expense of hers, and still no union is achieved. Further, her masturbating can even help the couple attain the very union Scruton hopes for as the way to perpetrate our metaphysical illusion, by letting them experience and recognize the mutual pleasure, perhaps the mutual orgasm, that results. Scruton's claim is false, I think, that most men would perceive a woman's masturbating during coitus as "disgusting." But even if there is some truth in this, we could, instead of blessing this disgust, offer the pastoral advice to the man who "perceives his own irrelevance" that he become more involved in his partner's pleasure by helping her massage her clitoral region or doing the rubbing for her; even when they are linked together coitally, he will find the arms long and the body flexible.

Why does Scruton judge the woman's masturbation an "obscene display"? Here is one part of his thought. When masturbation is done in public (for example, a bus station), it is obscene; it "cannot be witnessed without a sense of obscenity." Scruton then draws the astounding conclusion that all masturbation is obscene, even when done privately, on the grounds that "that which cannot be witnessed without obscene perception is itself obscene" (p. 319). Scruton seems not to notice that his argument proves too much; it implies that coitus engaged in by a loving, heterosexual, married couple in private is also obscene, if we assume---as I think he would---that this act "cannot be witnessed," in public, "without obscene perception." The fault lies in the major premiss of Scruton's syllogism. Whether an act is obscene might turn exactly on whether it is done publicly or privately. Scruton has failed to acknowledge the difference between exposing oneself to anonymous spectators and opening oneself to the gaze of a lover.

All masturbation is obscene, for Scruton, also because the act "involves a concentration on the body and its curious pleasures" (p. 319). Obscenity, on his view, is an "obsession . . . with the organs themselves and with the pleasures of sensation" (p. 154), and even if the sexual acts that focus on the body and its pleasures are paired sexual acts, they are nonetheless "masturbatory." (Recall how the religious conservative criticized Goldman's notion of "plain sex"). "In obscenity, attention is taken away from embodiment towards the body" (p. 32), and there is "a 'depersonalized' perception of human sexuality, in which the body and its sexual function are uppermost in our thoughts" (p. 138). A woman's masturbation during coitus is obscene since it leads the couple to focus too sharply on their physical features; she is a depersonalized body instead of a person-in-a-body. Thus, for Scruton, this obscene masturbation cannot sustain and, indeed, it threatens, the couple's metaphysical illusion. But if a woman's masturbating during coitus is greeted with delight by her male partner, rather than with disgust, and increases the pleasure they realize and recognize in the act together, then, contrary to Scruton, either not all masturbation is obscene (the parties have not been reduced altogether to flesh) or obscenity, all things considered, is not a sexual, normative, or metaphysical disaster.

Two Models of Sexuality
It might not be surprising that the conservatives, Finnis and Scruton, are suspicious about the value and morality of masturbation. But our more liberal philosophers, who are unconventional enough to reject traditional or religious views about sexuality, have also scorned masturbation, in their own ways. Why? Here is a diagnosis. Even as they reject particular conservative or religious judgments about sexual behavior, these liberal thinkers still hold the deepest global assumption of their ideological foes. Their accounts of sexuality, that is, exemplify a binary model: reference to an interaction between two persons occurs in their accounts of the essence of sexuality or in their description of the best sex or its paradigm case. They thereby bestow normative, logical, or ontological primacy on paired sexual activity and evaluate the rest of the sexual world from this perspective. The sexually conservative or religious theorist embraces a binary model either by taking seriously the Genesis story, in which God deliberately created the human pair, or by assimilating human sexuality to the sexuality of the animal kingdom, where they find paired sex galore. But there is no obvious reason why liberal theorists must embrace a binary model. Because both Solomon and Nagel want to distinguish sharply between animal and human sexuality, it is disappointing that they construed human sexuality as only a variant of the paired, albeit less sophisticated, sexuality of animals.

The binary model is plainly exhibited in Goldman's definition of "sexual desire" as the "desire for contact with another person's body" (p. 40). He claims that sexual desire is directed at and hence depends, conceptually, on another body. In Nagel, sexual desire is directed at another person: it is "a feeling about other persons"; the sexual "has its own content as a relation between persons" (p. 12). Solomon, too, assumes a binary model. For Solomon, sexual desire "is not desire for pleasure" (SP, p. 26). Rather, "the end of this desire is interpersonal communication" (SP, p. 23); sex "is essentially an activity performed with other people" (SAP, p. 279). While for Solomon, sexual desire is a binary desire to talk with other people, for Goldman it is a binary desire simply to touch them.

Accounts of sexuality that presuppose a binary model will not illuminate the full range of human sexuality. Ordinary, everyday sexuality includes a desire for physical contact with another person (anyone at all or a specific person). And, we know as clearly, much paired sexual activity occurs. But we should still ask: why is paired sexual activity so commonly practiced and so commonly desired? In trying to fathom these facts, we formulate a theory of sex. But a theory that presupposes a binary model will not help. It is trivial to say that people commonly behave in a paired sexual way because sexuality by its essence is paired, in the same way that the dormative power of morphine does not explain why it knocks us out. An alternative account of sexuality is worth exploring, one that exemplifies a unitary model, in which sexuality is not by its nature a relation between persons and sexual desire does not attach necessarily to other persons or their bodies. According to a unitary model, sexual desire is the desire for certain pleasurable sensations, period. In contrast to Goldman's view, sexual desire is conceived as aiming at particular sensations that are both developmentally and analytically "detachable from [their] causal context" (p. 40). Hence a unitary model does not entail that solitary masturbation is logically secondary or peripheral in the domain of sexual acts. If a theorist of sexuality wanted to distinguish sharply between the instinctual, routine paired sexuality of animals and the endlessly varied behaviors of human sexuality, presupposing a unitary model seems an effective way to achieve that. Further, a unitary model leaves room for constructing interesting explanations of the desire to engage in paired sexual activity that refer to the desire of persons for pleasurable sensations. The expression and development of that desire within specific social and cultural contexts would be invoked to explain why people want, even prefer, physical contact with persons of the other biological sex, or the same sex, or contact with both, or contact with neither. The value of a unitary model is that it encourages the exploration of the etiology of our sexual preferences, which seem to be highly contingent. It is a drawback of a binary model that it tends to obscure these questions.

How are we to decide whether the deep nature of sexual desire is "really" captured by a unitary or a binary model? Is Freud right that infants desire pleasure and discover that the mother and her breast provide that pleasure; or are the object-relations psychoanalysts right that infants have a primitive desire for contact with the mother and her breast and discover willy-nilly that satisfying that desire yields pleasure? This intriguing philosophical puzzle is a kind of chicken-and-egg conundrum. But it can be ignored. The central question concerns the research advantages of the competing models. A unitary model seems better suited for providing a framework for studying, in the various empirical disciplines, all the manifestations of human sexuality.

Within a unitary model, the desire for pleasurable sensations is logically primary, and the task is to explain the common paired pattern of sexuality as well as other behaviors. Whatever it is that we as individuals or as societies eventually cathect is open to explanation: all aims, objects, and targets of sexual desire, and the means of satisfying it, are seen as contingent facts requiring investigation. By contrast, within Nagel's binary model, for example, the "psychologically complete configuration" is taken as logically primitive and as part of human nature; hence the common paired pattern does not require explanation, indeed is not susceptible of explanation. In this approach, only deviations from the complete configuration require explanation. Of course, when we ask for an explanation of valium's calming effect, we are disappointed if we are told it is an anti-anxiety agent. We are let down because we think that the calming nature of valium is explainable in terms of the deeper nature of the drug, its chemistry, and the biological system with which it interacts. This kind of "deep nature" of human sexuality is what Nagel must be attempting to provide in his account of the psychologically complete configuration. I think, however, that Nagel candidly recognizes the problem that this causes. Given that the complete configuration is primitively natural, the task is to explain the existence of deviations, patterns of sexuality that result from factors that interfere with the normal or automatic blossoming of the natural, paired pattern of sexuality. Speaking about this task, Nagel writes, "We appear to need an independent criterion for a distorting influence, and we do not have one" (p. 18).25 A unitary model, by contrast, seems to need no such criterion: it does not claim that departures from the paired pattern are necessarily "deviations" or that factors that influence their development are "distorting."

In order to highlight the difference between the two models, consider a fanciful example that has been made plausible by technological advances in virtual reality. Suppose there is a life-size doll whose covering feels like skin, whose genitals have the odor and flavor of the genitals of either sex, and which is programmed to rub, to squirm in response to being rubbed, and to emit soft noises. An account of sexuality that presupposes a binary model would say that any event between a human and this doll does not count as bona fide sexual activity---it is either not sexual activity at all, or perverted sexuality (no different from masturbating on a shoe), or "empty" sexuality (no different from talking to a can of baked beans). Or the account might say that to the extent that there is anything sexual about an event between a human and the doll, it is because the doll reminds us of a person (which is like saying that solitary masturbation is sexual to the extent that it involves fantasies about other persons); or to the extent that such activity is not perverted, it is because the doll fills in as a substitute for something that is preferred but not available. A unitary model can avoid these judgments. In a unitary model, there is no conceptual difference between sexual activities between two people and an "encounter" between a person and the doll, as long as the doll is capable of producing the pleasurable sensations its user demands of it. A unitary model does not distinguish activity with a person from activity with the doll by using the categories "sexual" and "perversion." It does allow that persons will have contingent preferences for contact with a person or with a doll, but insists that these preferences require explanation that goes beyond a mere binary definition of sexual desire or sexual activity.

Nagel's use of the word "intercourse," in his phrase "intercourse with ... inanimate objects" (p. 17), to talk about masturbation engaged in by the shoe fetishist, illustrates how his use of a binary model has colored his view of the sexual. If we take paired, genital intercourse as logically primary or paradigmatic, then even the rubbing of the penis on or in a shoe will be seen as intercourse. We will try to make it fit a binary model, even though a shoe is not a person. On the other side, employing a unitary model will lead us to see paired intercourse as masturbatory, an idea we discussed earlier. For if the rubbing of skin for the sake of the pleasure it produces is central to the sexual, and that is what masturbation is, then the insertion of the penis into the vagina will be seen as just a case of the rubbing of skin for the sake of the pleasure it yields, that is, as masturbatory. Of course, paired coitus can also be, depending on context, personality, and so forth, an instance of other things: a way to satisfy a desire for contact with another body (Goldman), a route to expanding one's consciousness to include an awareness of the self as sexual object (Nagel), a means of communication (Solomon), a technique of reproduction (Finnis), or a way of fostering our metaphysical pretensions (Scruton). A unitary model in no way limits other interpretations of single, particular sexual acts. It is this logical openness that makes the unitary model attractive and worth exploring.

Guilt
A familiar platitude says, "there is not one shred of evidence that masturbation is harmful. . . . The only harm that can result from masturbation is if the individual is plagued with feelings of guilt."26 Thus, in reply to the oft-heard advice that we should not masturbate because doing so will make us anxious or depressed or induce feelings of guilt, it is just as frequently mentioned that we run the risk of experiencing anxiety or guilt in the first place only because philosophy, medicine, theology, and popular opinion treat masturbation in a disparaging way. To some extent this rejoinder is true, but to repeat it, and repeat it again, might no longer be convincing. Maybe we have gone too far in reaction against views critical of masturbation; maybe it is the right time, historically, for a swing back to traditional intuitions, if not thermoelectrocautery and cutting off our offending hand. There are other reasons for moral criticism of fantasy and masturbation, some of which have come from feminists, especially those who have continued to press the question of pornography: if pornography is morally objectionable by being seriously degrading to women, making heterosexual men feel guilty for masturbating with such horrible stuff might be legitimate.27 For, after all, maybe Rousseau was right that to engage in sexual fantasizing is little different from rape.28
Notes
1. The Confessions (New York: Penguin, 1979), book 3, p. 109.
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