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Thomas Nagel: Sexual Perversion

Skeptic’s argument against the concept of “perversion”:
Sex is an appetite (like hunger), (
Only distinction is whether or not act is sexual (if it satisfies appetite) 

No distinction of natural/unnatural (perversion)

Nagel’s rejoinder to skeptic:
Appetites can have perversions if they include a desire to relate to object in a specific way


Example: gastronomical perversion

Perversion = tendency or inclination to relate to object in uncharacteristic way

Natural sex as "superimposed mutual perceptions" 

An act is “sexual” if it includes:
1. Mutual awareness of own embodiment and of other’s embodiment

2. Mutual awareness of own desire for other 
and of other’s reciprocal desire 

3. Mutual awareness of effects of desire upon each other’s desire
Example of Romeo and Juliet

(“to sense” = “to regard with sexual desire”)
Three levels of reciprocal awareness:

1. R senses J 

J senses R

2. R senses that J senses him 


J senses that R senses her

3. R senses that J senses that he senses her


J senses that R senses that she senses him

Perversion = inclination for incomplete sexual acts
Ways an act can be incomplete:

- no reciprocity

- no awareness of either embodiment or desire

- no awareness of effects of desire upon each other’s desire

Robert Solomon: Sexual Paradigms

Three platitudes of the "liberal sexual mythology"
1. Essential aim of sex is enjoyment

2. Sex is and ought to be private

3. Any sexual activity is valid 
Solomon claims Nagel’s view depends on platitude #1

Objections to platitude #1:
1. Sex is enjoyable,


but doesn’t follow that aim is enjoyment 

Enjoyment accompanies satisfaction

2. Sensations aren’t enjoyable in themselves 

Enjoyable in context of meaning of activity

3. Masturbation is less desirable than sex with partner  
4. Orgasm doesn’t guarantee satisfaction 


Sex as a body language of gestures
Aim: to express interpersonal attitudes and feelings
Perversion = a desire at odds with successful expression and communication of such feelings
