The Palgrave Handbook
of Sexual Ethics

Edited by
David Boonin

palgrave
macmillan



The Palgrave Handbook of Sexual Ethics



David Boonin
Editor

The Palgrave
Handbook of Sexual
Ethics

palgrave
macmillan



Editor

David Boonin

Department of Philosophy
University of Colorado Boulder
Boulder, CO, USA

ISBN 978-3-030-87785-9 ISBN 978-3-030-87786-6 (eBook)
https:/,/doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-030-87786-6

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2022

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the Publisher,
whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation,
reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any
other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation,
computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt
from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the
authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with
regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover illustration: © imageBROKER / Alamy Stock Photo
This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature

Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6

1

CONTENTS

Introduction: Sex, Ethics, and Philosophy
David Boonin

PartI Sex and Human Nature

2

The Metaphysical Foundations of Sexual Morality
Edward Feser

The Ethics of Sexual Pleasure
Raja Halwani

The Ethical Significance of Being an Erotic Object
Caleb Ward and Ellie Anderson

Kant and Arendt on the Challenges of Good Sex and the
Temptations of Bad Sex
Carol Hay and Helga Varden

Sexual Jealousy and Sexual Infidelity
Natasha McKeever and Luke Brunning

Sexual Use, Sexual Autonomy, and Adaptive Preferences:
A Social Approach to Sexual Objectification
Patricia Marino

Masturbation and the Problem of Irrational and Immoral

Sexual Activity
Michael Tooley

17

19

37

55

73

93

111

129


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_8

vi

CONTENTS

Part II Sex and Traditional Values

9

10

11

12

13

14

Virgin Versus Chad: On Enforced Monogamy as a Solution
to the Incel Problem
Dan Demetriou

The Ethics of Cohabitation
Christopher Kaczor

Why Is Sexual Assault Special?: Transactional Sex and Sacred
Intuitions
Francis Joseph Beckwith

Deception and Sexual Harassment
Jessica Flanigan

Homosexuality, Bestiality, and Necrophilia
David Benatar

The Immorality of Premarital Sexual Abstinence
Alastair Norcross

Part III Sex and Consent

15

16

17

18

19

20

Sexual Autonomy and Sexual Consent
Shaun Miller

Enthusiastic Consent to Sex
Tom Dougherty

On the Sufficiency of Sexual Consent
Alan Soble

Bad Sex and Consent
Elise Woodard

“Respect Women”: Thinking Beyond Consent After #MeToo
Jordan Pascoe

Should Statutory Rape be a Crime?
Stephen Kershnar

153

155

177

191

203

223

233

245

247

271

287

301

325

339


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_15
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_15
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_16
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_16
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_17
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_17
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_18
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_18
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_19
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_19
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_20
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_20

CONTENTS

21 Sexual Consent, Dementia, and Well-Being
Andria Bianchi

22 Exploitation and Sexual Consent
David Boonin

23 A Solution to the Problem of Rape by Fraud
Laurie Shrage

Part IV Sex, Discrimination, and Exclusion

24 Sexual Racism
Sonu Bedi

25 Racialized Sexual Discrimination: A Moral Right or Morally
Wrong?
Cheryl Abbate

26 Sexual Ableism: Is Sex Work the Best Solution?
Kevin Mintz

27 Sexual Exclusion
Alida Liberman

Part V  Sex and Digital Technology

28 Sex and Technology: From Tinder to Robot Sex
Neil McArthur

29 College Party Hook Ups: Consent, Apps, and Double
Standards
James Rocha

30 #MeToo and the Ethics of Doxing Sexual Transgressors
Peter Brian Barry

31 Naughty Fantasies (With a New Postscript Including Sex

Robots)
John Corvino

Index

vil

357

377

387

405

407

421

437

453

477

479

491

507

525

535


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_21
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_21
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_22
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_22
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_24
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_24
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_25
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_25
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_25
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_27
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_27
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_28
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_28
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_29
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_29
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_29
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_30
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_30
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_31
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-87786-6_31

NoOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Cheryl Abbate is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas, USA, and the co-president of the Society for the Study of
Animal Ethics. She specializes in animal ethics, and she has a growing interest
in the ethics of dating. Her recent publications include “A defense of free-
roaming cats from a hedonist account of feline well-being” (Acta Analytica),
“Meat eating and moral responsibility: Exploring the moral distinctions
between meat eaters and puppy torturers” ( Utilitas), and “Valuing animals as
they are: Whether they feel it or not” (European Journal of Philosophy).

Ellie Anderson is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Pomona College in
Claremont, CA, USA. She has published articles on the phenomenology of
love and intimacy in Continental Philosophy Review, Philosophy Today, and
Symposiuwm: Journal of Canadian Continental Philosophy. Ellie is also co-author
of the Stanford Encyclopedin of Philosophy entry “Feminist Perspectives on the
Self,” and her American Philosophical Association blog post “The Limits of
Consent in Sexual Ethics” (April 2019) has been among the website’s most-
read pieces since its publication. She co-hosts the philosophy podcast Overthink.

Peter Brian Barry is Professor of Philosophy and the Finkbeiner Endowed
Professor in Ethics at Saginaw Valley State University, USA. He is the author
of Evil and Moral Psychology (2013) and The Fiction of Evil (2016) and multiple
papers in ethics and social and political philosophy. He is writing a book on the
ethics of George Orwell.

Francis Joseph Beckwith is Professor of Philosophy and Church-State
Studies, Affiliate Professor of Political Science, and Associate Director of the
Graduate Program in Philosophy, at Baylor University (Waco, Texas, USA).
His books include Never Doubt Thomas: The Catholic Aquinas as Evangelical
and Protestant (2019), Defending Life: A Moval and Legal Case Against
Abortion Choice (2007), and Tnking Rites Seriously: Law, Politics, and the
Reasonableness of Fasth (2015), winner of the American Academy of Religion’s

X



X  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

2016 Book Award for Excellence in the Study of Religion in the category of
Constructive-Reflective Studies.

Sonu Bedi is the Joel Parker 1811 Professor in Law and Political Science and
Professor of Government at Dartmouth College. Along with numerous arti-
cles, law reviews, and book chapters, he has published four books, including
most recently Private Racism (2019). His research interests are in the areas of
contemporary political theory, constitutional law and theory, and race, law, and
identity. Additional information about his publications is available here:
https: / /faculty-directory.dartmouth.edu/sonu-s-bedi.

David Benatar is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Cape Town,
South Africa. His books include Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of
Coming into Existence (2000), The Second Sexism: Discrimination Against Men
and Boys (2012), and The Human Predicament: A Candid Guide to Life’s
Bigyest Questions (2017).

Andria Bianchi received her PhD in Philosophy from the University of
Waterloo, where her research considered dementia and sexual consent from an
ethics perspective. She works as a bioethicist and clinician-scientist at the
University Health Network in Toronto, Canada. She is affiliated with the Dalla
Lana School of Public Health, University of Toronto, as an assistant professor
(status-only) and is an affiliate scientist at the KITE research institute at
Toronto Rehab. In addition to sex and dementia, she has published on various
topics, including ethics and eating disorders, transgender women in sports, and
deceased directed organ donation.

David Boonin is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Colorado
Boulder. He is the author of Thomas Hobbes and the Science of Moral Virtue
(1994), A Defense of Abortion (2003), The Problem of Punishment (2008),
Should Race Matter? (2011), The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future
People (2014 ), Beyond Roe (2019), and Dead Wrong: The Ethics of Posthumous
Harm (2019) as well as a number of articles on subjects such as animal rights,
euthanasia, same-sex marriage, and our moral obligations to past and future
generations.

Luke Brunning is Lecturer in Ethics at the University of Birmingham. He
writes on the philosophy of sex and love, and ethics broadly construed.

John Corvino is Professor of Philosophy and Dean of the Irvin D. Reid
Honors College at Wayne State University in Detroit, Michigan, USA. He is
the author or co-author of several books, including Debating Same-Sex
Marriage (with Maggie Gallagher, 2012), What’s Wrong with Homosexuality?
(2013), and, most recently, Debating Religious Liberty and Discrimination
(with Ryan T. Anderson and Sherif Girgis, 2017). In addition to his academic
writing, he has contributed to The New York Times, the Detroit Free Press, Slate,
and various other popular venues; he also has a YouTube channel. He is work-
ing on a book on the intersection of civility and free speech.


https://faculty-directory.dartmouth.edu/sonu-s-bedi

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS  Xi

Dan Demetriou is Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of
Minnesota, Morris, USA. Demetriou recently co-edited Honor in the Modern
World: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Lexington Books) and has published a
number of articles and chapters on honor ethics. He is writing essays on racist
monuments, immigration, and low-trust ethics.

Tom Dougherty is Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He specializes in normative ethics. He has
recently completed one project on the ethics of consent, culminating in a
forthcoming book, The Scope of Consent, and is nearing completion of a second
project on consent and coercion.

Edward Feser is Professor of Philosophy at Pasadena City College in Pasadena,
California, USA. He is the author of many academic articles and books, includ-
ing Agquinas, Scholastic Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction, and
Avistotle’s Revenge: The Metaphysical Foundations of Physical and Biological
Science. Further information can be found at his personal website: www.
edwardfeser.com.

Jessica Flanigan is the Richard L. Morrill Chair in Ethics and Democratic
Values at the University of Richmond. Her research addresses the ethics of
public policy, medicine, and business. In “Pharmaceutical Freedom” (2017),
she defends rights of self-medication. In “Debating Sex Work” (2019), she
defends the decriminalization of sex work.

Raja Halwani is Professor of Philosophy at the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago, USA. He is the author of Virtuwous Linison: Care, Love, Sex, and
Virtue Ethics (2003) and Philosophy of Love, Sex, and Marrviage: An Introduction
(2nd ed., 2018) and co-author of The Isracli-Palestinian Conflict: Philosophical
Essays on Self-Determination, Terrovism, and the One-State Solution (2008). He
is the editor of Sex and Ethics: Essays on Sexuality, Virtue, and the Good Life
(2007) and the lead editor of Queer Philosophy: Presentations of the Society for
Lesbian and Gay Philosophy, 19982008 (2012) and of The Philosophy of Sex:
Contemporary Readings, 7th ed. (2017).

Carol Hay is an associate professor in the Department of Philosophy at the
University of Massachusetts Lowell. Her research interests focus primarily on
issues in analytic feminism, liberal social and political philosophy, oppression
studies, Kantian ethics, and the philosophy of sex and love. Her monograph,
Kantianism, Liberalism, & Feminism: Resisting Oppression (Palgrave Macmillan,
2013), received the American Philosophical Association’s Gregory Kavka/
UCI Prize in Political Philosophy. Her most recent trade book, Think Like
Feminist: The Philosophy Bebind the Revolution (2020), has been called “a crisp,
well-informed primer on feminist theory” by Publisher’s Weekly and “a winning
mix of scholarship and irreverence” by Kirkus Reviews.

Christopher Kaczor (rhymes with razor) is Professor of Philosophy at Loyola
Marymount University, USA. He graduated from the Honors Program of


http://www.edwardfeser.com
http://www.edwardfeser.com

Xii  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Boston College and earned a PhD four years later from the University of Notre
Dame. A Fulbright Scholar, Kaczor did post-doctoral work as a Federal
Chancellor Fellow at the University of Cologne and as William E. Simon
Visiting Fellow at Princeton University. He has written more than 100 schol-
arly articles and book chapters. An award-winning author, his 15 books include
Disputes in Bioethics, The Seven Big Myths about Marrviage, and The Ethics of
Abortion.

Stephen Kershnar is a distinguished teaching professor in the philosophy
department at the State University of New York at Fredonia, USA, and an
attorney. Kershnar is the author of ten books, including Desert Collapses: Why
No One Deserves Anything (forthcoming), Total Collapse: The Case Against
Morality and Responsibility (2018), Abortion, Hell, and Shooting Abortion-
Doctors: Does the Pro-Life Worldview Make Sense? (2017), and Adult-Child Sex:
A Philosophical Defense (2015). He has also written more than 100 articles and
book chapters on such diverse topics as abortion, affirmative action, capitalism,
discrimination, equal opportunity, hell, punishment, sexual fantasies, slavery,
and torture.

Alida Liberman received her PhD from the University of Southern California
and is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Southern Methodist University,
USA. Her research focuses on theoretical and applied ethics and the places
where they intersect. Her work on promises and other forms of commitment
has been published in the Journal of the American Philosophical Association,
Oxford Studies in Normative Ethics, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, and the
Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy, among others. Her work in bioethics
has been published in Bioethics, Social Theory and Practice, and the Journal of
Medical Ethics.

Patricia Marino is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Waterloo in
Canada, where she works in ethics, epistemology, philosophy of economics,
and philosophy of sex and love. She is the author of Moral Reasoning in a
Pluralistic World (2015) and The Philosophy of Sex and Love: An Opinionated
Introduction (2019) as well as articles on moral dilemmas, ambivalence, sexual
objectification, values in law and economics, and other topics. For more infor-
mation, visit patriciamarino.org.

Neil McArthur is Professor of Philosophy and Director of the Centre for
Professional and Applied Ethics at the University of Manitoba. He is the co-
editor of Robot Sex: Social and Ethical Implications (2017). In addition to his
academic publications, he has written about sexual ethics, alternative sexualities,
and LGBTQ issues for publications including VICE, the Guardian, Time, and
the Globe and Mail.

Natasha McKeever is Lecturer in Applied Ethics at the University of Leeds,
United Kingdom. She received her PhD in Philosophy from the University of
Sheffield in 2014, which she wrote on the topic of romantic love and monog-



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS  xiii

amy. Her research interests are primarily in the philosophy of love and sex, and
she has published articles on topics including rape, asexuality, prostitution,
romantic love, sexual infidelity, and sexual exclusivity. She is co-editing two
forthcoming anthologies: The Philosophy of Sex: Contemporary Readings, 8th
edition, and The Philosophy of Love in the Past, Present and Future.

Shaun Miller is an instructor at Salt Lake Community College. He received
his PhD in Philosophy from Marquette University which he wrote on the topic
of moral assumptions of sex education classes in the USA. His research topics
specialize in the philosophy of sex and love, and he has written articles on top-
ics that range from sexual consent, positive male sexuality, and BDSM.

Kevin Mintz received his PhD in Political Science from Stanford University
and is an affiliate faculty in the Department of Philosophy at George Mason
University, USA. He also holds a doctorate degree in Human Sexuality from
The Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality, an MSc in Political
Theory from The London School of Economics and Political Science, and an
AB in Government from Harvard College. Born with cerebral palsy, his research
focuses on disability ethics and sexual health ethics. His work has appeared in a
variety of venues including Pediatrics, Disability & Society, and the Los
Angeles Times.

Alastair Norcross is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Colorado
Boulder, where he has taught since being allowed out of Texas for good behav-
ior in 2007. He has published extensively on consequentialism, in particular
defending a scalar version of the theory (see, e.g., Morality by Degrees: Reasons
without Demands), and in applied ethics, including the widely reprinted
“Puppies, Pigs, and People: Eating Meat and Marginal Cases” ( Philosophical
Perspectives, 2004). He also runs marathons, with somewhat less success than
Eliud Kipchoge, and writes, directs, and acts in the theater, with somewhat less
success than Kenneth Branagh.

Jordan Pascoe is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Manhattan College in
New York City, where she also serves as the director of the Lasallian Women
and Gender Resource Center. She has published on gender, race, sex, and
domestic labor, as well as disaster epistemology, and ethics. She is the director
of the Society for the Philosophy of Sex and Love.

James Rocha is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Fresno State. His books
are The Ethics of Hooking Up (2019) and Joss Whedon, Anarchist? (with Mona
Rocha; McFarland 2019). He has published in numerous journals, including
Ethical Theory & Moral Practice, Journal of Applied Philosophy, Social Theory
and Practice, and Public Affairs Quarterly. He coordinates the Social Justice
and Social Change Certificate and is the Central Valley Scholars Law Pathway
Liaison for Fresno State.

Laurie Shrage received her PhD in Philosophy from the University of
California San Diego (1983) and is Professor of Philosophy at Florida



Xiv  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

International University. Her books include Abortion and Social Responsibility:
Depolarizing the Debate (2003), Moral Dilemmas of Feminism (1994), an
edited collection You’ve Changed: Sex Reassignment and Personal Identity
(2009), and the co-authored textbook Phzlosophizing About Sex (2015). She
has published in numerous scholarly journals and served as co-editor of Hypatin
from 1998 to 2003. She was a fellow-in-residence at the Edmond J. Safra
Center for Ethics, Harvard University, 2015-2016 and was a Laurance
S. Rockefeller Visiting Fellow, Princeton University Center for Human Values,
2011-2012. She has contributed several pieces to “The Stone” series in The
New York Times.

Alan Soble, now Emeritus, was at the University of New Orleans, 1986-2000,
eventually as Research Professor of Philosophy. He was later, 2007-2016,
Professor at Drexel University. He founded the Society for the Philosophy of
Sex and Love in 1977 and began teaching, writing, and lecturing about sexual-
ity, love, friendship, and marriage in 1978. He has also published in epistemol-
ogy, biomedical ethics, and history of philosophy. Soble’s leisure activities
include chess, philately, and mathematical logic; when he was younger, they
had also included sexuality, love, friendship, and marriage. His heroes are Seren
Kierkegaard, Karl Marx, Georg Cantor, Philip Roth, and Nero Wolfe.

Michael Tooley has written, in metaphysics, on laws of nature, causation, and
the nature of time, in philosophy of religion, on the evidential argument from
evil and the non-existence of God, and, in applied ethics, on abortion, volun-
tary euthanasia, animals” moral status, and cloning. He is the author of Abortion
and Infanticide (1983), Causation: A Realist Approach (1987), Time, Tense,
and Causation (1997), and The Problem of Evil (2019), and a co-author, with
Alvin Plantinga, of Knowledge of God (2008), and, with Alison Jaggar, Philip
Devine, and Celia Wolf-Devine, of Abortion: Three Perspectives (2009).

Helga Varden is Professor of Philosophy and of Gender and Women Studies
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Her main research interests
are Kant’s practical philosophy, legal-political philosophy and its history, femi-
nist philosophy, and the philosophy of sex and love. In addition to her Sex,
Love, and Gender: A Kantian Theory (2020), Varden has published many arti-
cles on a range of classical philosophical issues including Kant’s answer to the
murderer at the door, private property, care relations, political obligations, and
political legitimacy, as well as on applied issues such as privacy, poverty, non-
human animals, and terrorism.

Caleb Ward is a postdoctoral researcher specializing in feminist philosophy at
the University of Hamburg. He holds a PhD in Philosophy from Stony Brook
University. His research focuses on feminist approaches to phenomenology,
critical theory, and ethics. Ward has published work on Audre Lorde in the
Journal of the Amervican Philosophical Association, and he has co-edited two
volumes on food ethics: The Routledge Handbook of Food Ethics (with Mary



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS XV

C. Rawlinson, 2017) and Global Food, Global Justice: Essays on Eating under
Globalization (with Mary C. Rawlinson, 2015).

Elise Woodard is a doctoral candidate at the University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor. Her research focuses primarily on epistemology, ethics, social philoso-
phy, and their intersections. Her recent work focuses primarily on norms gov-
erning further inquiry, including re-deliberation, evidence-gathering, and
double-checking. She also has strong interests in sexual ethics and issues
regarding consent, including the epistemology of consent.



®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Sex, Ethics, and Philosophy

David Boonin

Sex raises some of the oldest of ethical questions. What is my body for? Who
can I share it with and under what conditions? It also raises some of the newest.
Is it wrong to swipe left on Tinder solely because of a person’s race? What uses
of sex robots, if any, are morally impermissible? Thinking about such questions
with the clarity and rigor contemporary philosophers aspire to can be challeng-
ing for a number of reasons. For one thing, sex strikes most people as a dis-
tinctly intimate and personal matter. This can make it difficult for them to talk
about it at all, let alone to talk about it frankly and openly. Sexual desire and
sexual activity also tend to generate powerful and primitive emotions. These
can interfere with the attempt to think about the moral problems associated
with sex calmly and dispassionately. And many of the most pressing and impor-
tant questions in sexual ethics can’t be answered without delving into debates
on further philosophical issues that are themselves difficult to grapple with
because of their depth and complexity: the nature of human autonomy, for
example, what it means to treat a person with respect, why consent sometimes
makes the difference between an act being permissible and its being impermis-
sible. The very reasons that make it valuable to bring together some of the
latest philosophical thinking about a variety of issues in sexual ethics in the way
this Handbook seeks to do also make the tasks involved in thinking philosophi-
cally about such issues a daunting one.

The contributors to this volume respond to this challenge in a variety of
ways. Some turn for philosophical assistance, at least in part, to the work of
historical figures from antiquity, like Aristotle (Chaps. 2 and 3), the modern

D. Boonin (<)
Department of Philosophy, University of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, CO, USA
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2  D.BOONIN

period, like Kant (Chaps. 5 and 9), or the previous century, like Simone de
Beauvoir (Chap. 4) and Hannah Arendt (Chap. 5). Others engage exclusively
with more contemporary literature or with none at all. Some largely ground
their arguments for a general thesis in the intuitive reactions they expect their
readers to have about specific cases (e.g., Chaps. 11, 14, and 22). Others focus
more substantially on arguing in the opposite direction: from a general princi-
ple to a more particular conclusion (e.g., Chap. 20). Some rely heavily on
empirical claims (e.g., Chaps. 8 and 10). Others rely more on conceptual analy-
sis (e.g., Chaps. 3 and 15). Some focus their attention on relatively narrow
questions (e.g., Chaps. 21, 26, and 30). Others address issues that are consid-
erably broader or more general (e.g., Chaps. 2, 3, and 4). Some aim to uphold
traditional values (e.g., Chaps. 10 and 11), some aim to upend them (e.g.,
Chap. 14), and some aim to upset common assumptions about their implica-
tions (Chap. 13). What they all have in common is the philosopher’s attempt
to bring the tools of critical analysis and reason to bear on questions whose
sexual nature can threaten to render them resistant to such treatment.

This book is divided into five parts. Part I follows this introductory chapter
with a set of seven substantive chapters each of which engage, in one way or
another, with basic questions about, or features of, human nature. The first
three of these seven chapters emerge from quite general and metaphysical
questions concerning reality, supervenience, and the subject/object distinc-
tion. The remaining four focus on more specific features of human beings and
human existence: our susceptibility to temptation and to jealousy and our vul-
nerability to sour grapes thinking and to various forms of imprudent irrational-
ity. All seven chapters connect these issues about human nature to some general
or more specific issue in sexual ethics.

In Chap. 2, Edward Feser contrasts two fundamentally different perspec-
tives we might take on human beings and thus on human nature. One views
human beings from the point of view of everyday experience and common
sense. The other views them, or perhaps I should say views us, from the van-
tage point of modern science. Feser argues that there is a strong correlation
between viewing human nature through the first lens and endorsing the edicts
of traditional sexual morality and between viewing human nature through the
second lens and rejecting traditional sexual morality in favor of the more liberal
fruits of the sexual revolution. Feser argues, moreover, that recognizing the
relationship between each metaphysical view of human nature and the view of
sexual ethics that corresponds to it can help us see how these two very different
views of sexual ethics are both understandable, and even reasonable, given the
general views of human nature they fit with best. This doesn’t lead Feser to
endorse a relativistic conclusion on which the two views of sexual ethics are
equally valid, but it does lead him to conclude that the clash between the two
runs much deeper than a mere competition between superficial intuitions
about sex and to suggest some ways in which recognizing this feature of the
debate might lead people to engage with those on the other side in a more
intellectually productive manner.
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In Chap. 3, Raja Halwani explores a general question about the nature of
sexual desire and its relation to sexual activity and sexual pleasure. On one view,
the object of sexual desire is sexual pleasure and one engages in sexual activity
merely as a means of satisfying the desire for this kind of pleasure. On a second
view, the object of sexual desire is the sexual activity itself. What one wants,
most fundamentally, is to engage in the activity and the pleasure brought about
by the activity is merely a foreseeable consequence of getting what one wants:
more like the icing on the cake than like the cake itself. In this chapter, Halwani
argues in favor of the first view over the second, both by marshaling consider-
ations in favor of the first view and by identifying problems with the second,
and he develops a more precise and refined version of this first view. The view
itself'is a metaphysical view about a part of human nature rather than an ethical
view about sex itself. But, as Feser does in Chap. 2, Halwani argues that the
metaphysical view can have significant moral implications. In particular,
Halwani suggests that this view about the relationship between sexual desire
and sexual pleasure can shed light on the question of whether it’s morally
wrong to take pleasure from mere simulations of wrongful sexual activities, a
question closely connected to the subject of John Corvino’s discussion in
Chap. 31, and that it can be used to help to solve a dilemma for both liberal
and traditional views of sexual ethics first posed in an earlier article by David
Benatar, a dilemma that Benatar in part returns to in Chap. 13 of this volume.

Contemporary philosophical discussions of sexual ethics focus heavily on
questions of autonomy, agency, and the morally transformative power of con-
sent. In doing so, they stress the importance of respecting human beings as
moral subjects in their own right and of not treating people merely as sexual
objects or as a mere means to one’s own ends. This approach to sexual ethics
can seem to presuppose a kind of exclusive dichotomy about the locus of value
in human nature: human beings ought to be subjects, not objects. But as Caleb
Ward and Ellie Anderson point out in Chap. 4, people are both subject and
object in their encounters with other people, and perhaps especially so in their
sexual encounters. The authors therefore argue for a revision to this familiar
approach to sexual ethics, one that broadens the focus to include questions
about the moral significance of being an erotic object. Drawing from the phe-
nomenological tradition in general, and from the work of Simone de Beauvoir
in particular, Ward and Anderson develop an approach that gives more weight
than is typically given to the ambiguous situation of being simultaneously
erotic subject and object in intimate encounters. In doing so, they make the
case for the view that important moral features of intimacy are revealed through
the erotic experiences both of being an object and of perceiving another as an
object, features that are easily overlooked if we focus too exclusively on issues
of moral agency and autonomy. While acknowledging the moral significance of
such autonomy and agency, Ward and Anderson aim to help develop a more
complete account of sexual ethics, one that does justice to how human inti-
macy entails being both subject and object.
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One familiar feature of the human condition is that having a good sexual life
can be challenging while scttling for a bad one can be tempting. In Chap. 5,
Carol Hay and Helga Varden consider why this is. In doing so, they draw on
and build from ideas from a wide variety of sources, including work in feminist
philosophy and the literature on the philosophy of sex and love in general, as
well as the work of two figures in particular who might seem unlikely sources
for such an enterprise and an unlikely pairing, too: Immanuel Kant and Hannah
Arendt. More specifically, Hay and Varden propose that Kant’s account of
human nature, including both the good and the bad, when combined with
some of Arendt’s ideas about the problems with the Western philosophical
tradition’s treatment of our animality, provides a good starting point for explor-
ing the nature and value of good sexual love and for understanding the chal-
lenges that confront those who seek it. Some of the sources of these challenges,
they suggest, lie in the difficulties involved in trying to transform, develop, or
integrate certain unruly emotions. Others involve barriers generated by inher-
ited oppressive behaviors and feelings that make emotionally healthy, morally
responsible realizations of sexuality difficult. Despite these difficulties, Hay and
Varden conclude that striving for a satistying sexual life can nonetheless be a
meaningful and exciting part of a good human life.

Another familiar fact about human beings is that they get jealous. This is
perhaps especially so in the case of sex and romance. If Bob and Carol are in a
close romantic and sexual relationship and Carol has sex with Ted, it’s likely
that her doing so will make Bob jealous. This is a commonly observed feature
of human existence, but it raises some significant questions that are not com-
monly raised, let alone seriously addressed. What, precisely, does it mean to say
that Bob is jealous? Is his jealousy valuable in any way? What, if anything,
should Bob or Carol do about the fact that Carol’s behavior has made Bob
jealous? In Chap. 6, Natasha McKeever and Luke Brunning address these
questions. They begin by asking what jealousy is and answer that it’s best
understood as an emotional response to the threatened loss to a rival of love or
attention that one believes one deserves. They then consider the relationship
between romantic love and jealousy and argue that it can be consistent to feel
jealousy toward someone we love. They next address the question of jealousy’s
value, arguing that claims made about its positive value must be balanced
against a variety of potential harms it can cause. And finally, they assess two
potential ways of managing jealousy, one that involves a policy of monogamy
and one that doesn’t, and they argue that the second approach should be taken
more seriously than it typically is.

A third familiar feature of human nature is our tendency to convince our-
selves that we didn’t really want something that we tried but failed to get. This
phenomenon has been recognized at least since the time of Aesop and his fable
of the fox and the grapes, and in recent years philosophers have tended to dis-
cuss it in the context of “adaptive preferences”: preferences that, roughly
speaking, a person forms to help them cope with their non-ideal circumstances
and that lead them to settle for less than they would have preferred under
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better conditions. In Chap. 7, Patricia Marino brings this feature of human
nature to bear on an important question about the relationship between sexual
consent and sexual objectification. It’s plausible to suppose that it’s wrong to
treat a person merely as a sexual object, as nothing but a means to achieving
sexual pleasure, and also plausible to suppose that this wrongness can be miti-
gated, and perhaps even eliminated entirely, if they consent to being treated in
such a way. But what should we say if the person who consents to such treat-
ment does so only because they’ve been conditioned into doing so by an unjust
society? A sex worker, perhaps, or a porn starlet, who wants to have sex with
men for money but who wouldn’t have this desire if she lived in a less misogy-
nistic and patriarchal society. In this chapter, Marino explores a variety of ways
in which the ideas of social autonomy and adaptive preferences can be used to
help us think more clearly about the choices people make that involve sexual
objectification in different social contexts. Her discussion helps to illuminate
some of the ways in which sexual objectification can be a positive thing for
particular individuals in particular circumstances as well as some of the ways in
which it can nonetheless represent a significant widespread social harm.

One final and distressingly familiar feature of human nature is the way it
often leads people to do things that are self-destructive and harmful to others,
perhaps especially so when it comes to sex. Michael Tooley addresses this topic
in Chap. 8 and argues that, with the exception of sex that aims at reproduction,
most human sexual activity is both irrational and immoral because it is danger-
ous to its participants in ways that can be easily avoided by pursuing sexual
pleasure in other ways. In particular, Tooley argues that masturbation, either
mutual or solo, can provide the same kind of pleasure as other forms of sexual
activity without running any of the risks those other activities generate in terms
of transmitting potentially serious diseases and producing unwelcome pregnan-
cies. Tooley’s claim that sexual intercourse is immoral unless it is aimed at
procreation may be welcomed by sexual conservatives, but his robust defense
of solo and mutual masturbation certainly won’t be, nor will his rejection of
much of the sexual morality associated with the Jewish and Christian traditions.

Part IT gathers together six chapters under the heading of sex and traditional
values. The first three can be read as offering a defense of some aspect of tradi-
tional sexual morality. The last three can be read as offering a critique. Three
claims that are central to traditional views of sexual morality maintain that
people should be sexually monogamous, that sexual partners should not live
together before they get married, and that sex is special in a way that makes it
importantly different from ordinary recreational activities. In Chap. 9, Dan
Demetriou defends the first claim, in Chap. 10, Christopher Kaczor defends
the second, and in Chap. 11, Francis Joseph Beckwith defends the third.

An “incel,” as that term has come to be used, is an involuntarily celibate
heterosexual man. Traditional sexual morality maintains that sexual relation-
ships should be monogamous. If a hundred heterosexual men follow the tradi-
tional monogamous norm, they remove a hundred heterosexual women from
the pool of women who might be available to have sexual relationships with
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other heterosexual men. If a hundred heterosexual men are each involved in a
sexual relationship with three heterosexual women while each of those women
is involved only with that one particular man, then the hundred men instead
remove three hundred women from the pool, making it harder for the other
heterosexual men to find partners and increasing the number of incels. This has
led some people, including perhaps most prominently Jordan Peterson, to rec-
ommend “enforced monogamy” as a solution to the “incel problem.” In Chap.
9, Dan Demetriou attempts to develop the strongest argument that can be
made for this view and then subjects the argument to critical scrutiny. He con-
cludes that, at least in some sense of the term, the argument may well succeed
in justifying “enforced monogamy.” And even though he also concludes that
there is a stronger sense of the term in which the argument probably doesn’t
succeed, the result of the chapter as a whole nonetheless provides at least a
partial defense of one fundamental component of traditional sexual morality.

In Chap. 10, Christopher Kaczor defends the claim that it’s immoral for
sexual partners to live together before they get married. Much of the chapter is
devoted to presenting empirical evidence for the claim that such cohabitation
on average produces worse consequences for the people involved than does
waiting until marriage to live together. These include claims about increasing
the chances of infidelity and divorce once the couple is married and about
increasing the risk of drug abuse, physical violence, and child abuse within the
marriage. While the chapter largely focuses on factual claims, as distinct from
moral claims, Kaczor argues that the factual claims can be used to ground a
moral case against cohabitation before marriage by appealing to a moral prin-
ciple on which it’s prima facie immoral to risk causing such harms. He also
argues that cohabitation is morally objectionable on the grounds that it system-
atically disadvantages women who wish to marry because it typically leaves
women worse off relative to their male cohabitors.

Chapter 11 defends a more general claim than those endorsed in Chaps. 9
and 10. In it, Francis Joseph Beckwith targets the popular contemporary view
that sex is just like any other recreational activity and that, as with those other
activities, it’s always okay for adults to engage in it as long as they have freely
and competently consented to doing so. While Beckwith’s goal is to defend the
very general and abstract claim that sex is special in the way that traditional
sexual morality takes it to be, his approach to defending this claim largely takes
place at a more particular level: he counts on the reader to agree that in specific,
concrete cases, examples of sexual assault and of sexual harassment are, morally
speaking, significantly worse than otherwise parallel examples of non-sexual
assault and non-sexual harassment, and he argues that the traditional view of
sex as special can easily account for these judgments while the competing con-
temporary view on which sex isn’t special cannot.

An argument can be at odds with traditional sexual morality in a variety of
ways. At a minimum, it might aim to go beyond traditional views about sex in
a way that reveals those views to be incomplete. More critically, it might aim to
show that an argument typically made by proponents of traditional sexual
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morality can be satisfactorily rebutted on grounds that proponents of those
views already accept. And more critically still, it might aim to defend a conclu-
sion that is diametrically opposed to a central tenet of traditional sexual moral-
ity. The last three chapters of Part II provide an example of each.

The scourge of sexual harassment in the workplace is old but the concept of
sexual harassment is new. A victim or perpetrator would likely have had little
understanding of the notion in the 1950s, let alone in earlier periods when
most of our traditional beliefs about sexual morality were first generated and
then refined. As a result, traditional approaches to sexual ethics have relatively
little to teach us about what makes some forms of behavior forms of sexual
harassment and what makes those forms of behavior morally wrong. In Chap.
12, Jessica Flanigan aims to fill this gap in our understanding by critically evalu-
ating and rejecting three possible answers to this question and defending a
fourth alternative. On the accounts that Flanigan rejects, sexual harassment
violates the victim’s rights because it causes them emotional distress, because it
coerces them, or because it treats them unequally. On the account that she
defends, sexual harassment violates the victim’s rights because it involves a
certain form of deception.

Traditional sexual morality maintains that sexual relationships between
members of the same sex are morally wrong. A familiar argument for this view
maintains that if same-sex sexual relationships (or same-sex marriages) are mor-
ally permissible than so is sex with (or marriage to) non-human animals as well
as sex with corpses. On the assumption that it’s clear that bestiality and necro-
philia are immoral, this would show that homosexuality must be immoral, too.
In Chap. 13, David Benatar argues that proponents of traditional sexual moral-
ity cannot consistently appeal to this argument because there are conceptual
resources contained within their own tradition of thinking about sexual ethics
that can help to show that same-sex sexual (and marital) relationships are rel-
evantly different from those involving non-human animals and corpses. Benatar
also argues that more liberal and permissive approaches to sexual ethics lack
these conceptual resources and so his chapter can be seen as presenting one
kind of challenge to sexual traditionalists and another kind to sexual liberals.

One of the most familiar tenets of traditional sexual morality maintains that
it’s wrong for people to have sex with each other before they get married. In
Chap. 14, Alastair Norcross turns this piece of conventional thinking on its
head, arguing not just that it isn’t wrong for people to have sex with each other
before they get married but that it’s positively wrong for them not to have sex
with each other before they get married. While the conclusion that Norcross
defends in this chapter is as untraditional as any defended in this volume, how-
ever, the argument he offers in its defense is grounded in a quite traditional
moral thought: that it’s wrong to break a weighty promise and so wrong to
make such a promise without first doing what one reasonably can to collect
evidence about whether one will be able to keep the promise. Like the chapter
by David Benatar that precedes it, then, Norcross’s chapter can be read as
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maintaining that a component of traditional ethical thinking has implications
that traditional ethical thinkers may be surprised, or even dismayed, by.

Questions about consent play a central role in a great deal of thinking about
sexual ethics. Indeed, on one common view of the matter, they play virtually
the only role. It’s permissible to engage in any form of sexual activity, on this
account, if and only if all the participants have validly consented to it. Part I1I
therefore devotes a significant amount of space to issues involving sex and con-
sent. It begins with two chapters about the nature of sexual consent itself.
These are followed by three chapters that engage in one way or another with
the question of whether consent is really all that’s required for sexual interac-
tions to be morally acceptable. This part of the book then concludes with four
chapters that consider a variety of issues that can arise when consent is given
under imperfect conditions, including cases where the person giving the con-
sent might be deemed less than fully competent to do so, cases where one
person might be seen as having undue influence over the person giving consent
to have sex with them, and cases where a person has been deceived into con-
senting to sex.

In Chap. 15, Shaun Miller considers a very general question: what is the
relationship between sexual consent and personal autonomy? Philosophers
have sometimes distinguished between “thin” and “thick” accounts of per-
sonal autonomy, and Miller applies these categories to sexual autonomy in par-
ticular to see what they imply about sexual choices. These “thin” and “thick”
accounts of sexual autonomy correspond to a “thin” and “thick” account of
sexual consent. He begins by examining the “thin” accounts, what he calls
procedural sexual autonomy and consensual minimalism, and considers the
advantages and disadvantages of this position. He then examines the “thick”
accounts: substantive sexual autonomy and consensual idealism, again consid-
ering advantages and disadvantages of the view. Finally, Miller attempts to navi-
gate a middle ground between the “thin” and “thick” accounts with what he
calls weak substantive sexual autonomy and consensual realism and concludes
that this account better represents what sexual autonomy looks like and what
counts as sexual consent.

Chapter 16 also considers a question about sexual consent in general: must
a person’s consent to sex be enthusiastic in order for their partner not to wrong
them by having sex with them? In addressing this question, Tom Dougherty
defends three substantive claims. First, that it’s not the case that a person’s
consent to sex is fully valid only if they are eager, have a settled motivation for
having sex, or endorse their motivation for having sex. Second, that to respon-
sibly have sex with a person, that person must clearly communicate their con-
sent to having sex. And third, that a person’s consent to sex is fully valid only
if they are not motivated by certain reasons. In addition to these matters of
substance, Dougherty also defends a terminological claim: that we should not
express Dougherty’s second or third substantive claims by saying that consent
is fully valid only if the consent is enthusiastic.
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Chapters 17, 18, and 19 turn to the question of whether valid consent is
enough to make a form of sexual activity morally acceptable. In Chap. 17, Alan
Soble defends the claim that it is. He begins by clarifying what he calls the
Principle of Informed Consent and by distinguishing between its two compo-
nents: that valid agreement to sexual activity must be knowledgeable and that
it must be given freely. He then defends the thesis that this principle provides
not just necessary conditions for the morality of sexual activity but sufficient
conditions as well. Soble considers an objection that might be raised against
this view. The objection maintains that it might be wrong to have sex with
someone even if they gave free and informed consent to having sex if the per-
son’s motive for having sex with the consenter is itself morally objectionable,
such as a desire to humiliate the consenter. Soble acknowledges the potential
significance of bad motives but argues that the Principle of Informed Consent
can account for it by treating such motives as one of the things that should be
included in the “knowledgeable” component of the principle. Not knowing
that one’s potential partner has a bad motive for proposing sex can invalidate
one’s consent to having sex with them, on Soble’s account, but as long as the
bad motive is disclosed, the bad motive itself can’t make the sexual act wrong.

In Chap. 18, Elise Woodard offers a strikingly different response to the
question of whether valid consent is enough to make a form of sexual activity
morally acceptable. Indeed, she argues that there exists a broad range of cases
in which sex can be both consensual and morally problematic. Woodard refers
to cases that fall into this category as cases of “bad sex.” And rather than trying
to reconfigure our understanding of the nature of consent so that we could
justify viewing such cases as cases of sex without true consent, she urges us to
reconsider our assumptions about how much work it is reasonable for us to
expect the mere fact of consent to sex to do in the first place. In addition,
Woodard develops a useful typology of such cases, distinguishing between
examples of bad sex that involve what she refers to as psychological pressure,
social coercion, and epistemic risk. Finally, Woodard considers an objection on
which at least some cases of bad sex should actually be treated as cases of rape.
She responds by arguing that the considerations raised in support of this objec-
tion ultimately count against it.

In Chap. 19, Jordan Pascoe examines a different way that sex with consent
and morally acceptable sex might come apart by exploring the relationship
between consent and respect. Focusing specifically on cases involving sex
between a man and a woman that take place under general conditions of patri-
archy and misogyny, Pascoe offers a critical response to the view that the moral
requirement to “respect women” can be fully satisfied simply by respecting a
woman’s “yes” as a yes and her “no” as a no. Drawing both on some feminist
thought since the 1970s in general and on some feminist interpretations and
developments of the thought of the philosopher Immanuel Kant in particular,
Pascoe rejects this view as simplistic and instead develops and defends a view of
sexual respect as requiring that one know and share one’s partner’s concrete
and communicated sexual ends.
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When one person coerces another into consenting to sex, it’s clear that their
consent isn’t valid. The fact that the consenter said yes to having sex with the
coercer doesn’t make it okay for the coercer to have sex with them. But coer-
cion isn’t the only thing that can undermine the validity of sexual consent and
Chaps. 20, 21, 22, and 23 each consider cases where consent is given volun-
tarily but where it can still seem unclear what we should say about it. One such
case occurs when the person who says yes to sex is not a competent adult. This
can happen either because the person is not yet an adult or because they are an
adult but suffer from some kind of impairment. Chapter 20 considers a case of
the first sort and Chap. 21 considers a case of the second sort.

Statutory rape occurs when at least one of the participants in a sexual act is
post-pubescent but under the statutory age of consent. In many parts of the
United States, and in many other parts of the world, this is not just a crime but
a felony that brings with it a potentially lengthy prison sentence. In Chap. 20,
Stephen Kershnar focuses on cases where the minors in question are no younger
than 15 and considers the question of whether statutory rape in such cases
should be a crime at all. His answer is no. Kershnar’s argument for this position
appeals to the following general claim: the government should punish an activ-
ity only if (1) the activity violates a moral right, (2) punishing someone for
engaging in the activity satisfies a cost-benefit analysis, and (3) doing so satisfies
a standard of intermediate scrutiny, where intermediate scrutiny permits the
state to punish a type of act only if doing so directly advances a legitimate and
important state interest and is the least restrictive alternative available to
advancing that interest. Kershnar then presents a variety of reasons to doubt or
deny that the practice of punishing people for committing acts of statutory
rape satisfies all three of these conditions and concludes that statutory rape
should not be a crime.

Dementia is a general term for the condition, most commonly associated
with Alzheimer’s disease and the aftermath of strokes, that involves a signifi-
cant loss of memory and significant decline in various forms of cognitive func-
tioning. People with dementia who want to have sex may be unable to provide
consent to sex that meets the standards for valid consent that we tend to apply
in the cases of adults who don’t have dementia. This poses a problem. In Chap.
21, Andria Bianchi addresses this problem and considers whether, and if so,
under what circumstances, it may be ethically permissible for people with
dementia to have sex. Rejecting the view that their cognitive impairments make
it morally impermissible for people with dementia to have sex, Bianchi instead
proposes that we should enable people with dementia to pursue activities that
promote their well-being, including sexual acts, even in some cases when they
cannot clearly consent. In doing so, she defends a framework to apply to cases
of sex and dementia that involves prioritizing considerations of well-being.

Cases of sexual consent that don’t involve coercion can still generate a vari-
ety of problems even when they’re limited to competent adults, and Chaps. 22
and 23 address two examples of such issues. In Chap. 22, David Boonin con-
siders cases involving competent adults who are in a situation of positional
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inequality, focusing on a case where a psychologist asks her patient to have sex
with her and where the patient says yes in response. In an important article
called “Exploited Consent,” David Archard argued that the patient’s consent
to sex in such cases should not be considered valid, appealing to the claim that
patients are prone to develop feelings of deference, trust, and affection for their
therapists, that these feelings would render them prone to say yes to their
therapist’s proposals when they might not otherwise do so, and that treating
their consent as valid in such cases would therefore involve their therapist tak-
ing unfair advantage of them. Boonin offers a critical response to Archard’s
position, arguing that the considerations that Archard appeals to have unac-
ceptable implications in other cases. He concludes that while there may well be
good reason to prohibit sexual relationships between a psychologist and their
patient, the claim that their professional relationship prevents the patient from
giving valid consent to the sexual relationship is not among them.

Another kind of problem that can arise in cases of non-coerced consent
among competent adults involves deception. In non-sexual contexts, it’s gen-
erally agreed that deception can invalidate consent. If a customer says they’ll
only buy a used car if it has less than 20,000 miles on it and the salesman lies
and says a particular car fits that description when it really doesn’t, it’s com-
monly accepted that if the customer is thereby tricked into agreeing to buy the
car, they’d be entitled to get their money back because their agreement to buy
the car wasn’t really valid. But in sexual contexts, cases in which one adult
deceives another into having sex with them are rarely treated as sex without
valid consent, let alone as cases that might be understood as a form of rape. But
if rape involves sex without valid consent and deceiving someone into consent-
ing to something invalidates their consent to it, then why shouldn’t sex that
results from deception be viewed as on a par with, and perhaps simply a form
of, rape? In Chap. 23, Laurie Shrage discusses this puzzle, sometimes referred
to as “the problem of rape by fraud.” In it, she investigates two proposals for
reconceiving the moral purpose of anti-rape statutes: that rape violates a per-
son’s fundamental right to bodily possession or control and that rape violates a
person’s fundamental right to be treated with dignity and respect. She also
considers an argument that defends the current consensus about the purpose
of anti-rape law—that rape violates a person’s fundamental right to sexual
autonomy—-but ultimately argues for a more pluralistic approach to anti-rape
law, one that challenges the idea that there is just one basic human right that
anti-rape statutes should protect.

Philosophers have become increasingly concerned in recent years with moral
questions about discrimination and inclusion along such varying lines as race,
gender, and disability status. While much of their work has focused on social
and political issues, like those concerning police violence, racial gerrymander-
ing, and access to health care, some has brought attention to concerns about
discrimination and exclusion within the personal domain of sexual relation-
ships. Part IV contains four chapters that provide examples of such work.
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The first two chapters focus on race. In Chap. 24, Sonu Bedi extracts insights
from Susan Okin’s 1989 book Justice, Gender and the Family and uses them to
help illuminate some fundamental questions about sexual racism. Unpacking
the now familiar notion that “the personal is the political,” Bedi first follows
Okin in considering the various ways in which justice can be seen to apply not
just to the public or political domain, but also within the more personal and
intimate sphere of family relations. He then goes on to focus more specifically
on the implications of racial justice, in particular, within the personal and inti-
mate sphere of sexual relations in particular. Here Bedi distinguishes between
two kinds of racial injustice that can arise—racial discrimination and racial ste-
reotyping—and he shows how each corresponds to a distinct form of sexual
racism. Drawing from and building on some of his previous work in this area,
Bedi also considers the ways in which racism and sexism can intersect, making
a suitably nuanced analysis of the various forms of injustice that can result from
discrimination and stereotyping more complex and challenging.

Chapter 25 then dives more deeply into one particular question raised by
the phenomenon of sexual racism: morally speaking, do people with racialized
sexual preferences have the right to act on those preferences? Here, Cheryl
Abbate considers an argument for the conclusion that the answer to this ques-
tion is yes. The argument appeals to the claim that acting on such preferences
doesn’t harm other people and that even if it does, the harms can’t count as
wrongful harms because people can’t really control what their sexual prefer-
ences are and they can’t be held morally responsible for what they can’t con-
trol. Abbate responds to this position by arguing that when white people act
on anti-Black sexual preferences, they do in fact harm other people and that
people can, at least to some degree, exert control over their sexual preferences.
This leads Abbate to reject the argument under consideration and to conclude
that white people have no moral right, not even a prima facie moral right, to
act on anti-Black sexual preferences.

Chapter 26 also looks in detail at one particular question, but it’s a question
generated by a different form of sexual discrimination: the kind of discrimina-
tion against people with certain types of physical disabilities that leads them to
have great difficulty in finding willing sexual partners and that is often referred
to as sexual ableism. Some people have argued that hiring sex workers should
be the primary means of mitigating the challenges posed by this form of dis-
crimination. In this chapter, Kevin Mintz considers the advantages and limita-
tions of the arguments for this view. He argues that sex workers can indeed play
an important role in enabling some people with disabilities to have sex, but he
concludes that focusing so heavily on access to sex work runs the risk of rein-
forcing sexual ableism. This is so, Mintz argues, because it can lead us to ignore
important questions about how to empower people with impairments so that
they can enjoy sexual freedoms that do not involve paying for sex.

This part of the book concludes with Chap. 27, which returns to a more
general focus. In this chapter, Alida Liberman distinguishes between three
kinds of sexual exclusion that are often conflated: (1) lack of access to sexual
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gratification or pleasure, (2) lack of access to partnered sex, and (3) lack of the
kind of social or psychological validation that comes from being seen by others
as a sexual being. Liberman offers proposals about what our responses to these
harms should be and weighs in on debates about whether there are rights to
various kinds of sexual goods. She concludes that we ought to provide mechan-
ical assistance to those who are incapable of self-stimulation, enhance access to
sexual education for everyone, and engage in a systematic effort to change the
harmful social norms, stereotypes, and cultural ideals that drive exclusion from
partnered sex and that can lead to social invalidation.

Part V brings this collection to a close with four chapters that, to one degree
or other, connect issues in sexual ethics with some of the latest developments
in digital technology. At a general level, technology can be good for people’s
sex lives and sexual relationships in a variety of ways. It can enable people to
form connections they could not otherwise have formed, to maintain these
connections over long distances, and to have experiences that are qualitatively
new and different from those that were previously available to them. But the
same technology can also present risks. It can exacerbate social divisions and
inequalities. And it is vulnerable to various forms of restriction, control, and
surveillance. In Chap. 28, Neil McArthur argues that we should welcome the
fact that sexual technology has become central to the intimate lives of many
people, and that we should equally welcome the development of new sexual
technologies, such as sex robots and sexually explicit virtual reality environ-
ments. Such technology, McArthur argues, on balance increases both the over-
all happiness and the autonomy of its users. At the same time, though,
McArthur argues that we must take an active role in managing the environ-
ment in which this technology operates, to ensure that the benefits are fully
realized and are equally distributed, and to ensure that the technology is not
ultimately controlled by governments and large corporations.

Several features of a typical college party environment can render it difficult
to obtain meaningful consent to sex: loud music, for example, and vast amounts
of alcohol. The situation can be made even more challenging by the existence
of gendered double standards on which women have their autonomy disre-
spected in ways that men typically don’t. In a so-called stoplight party, partici-
pants are supposed to indicate consent through the color of their clothing.
Green means advance consent to sex, red means no consent, and yellow allows
for uncertainty. Because binding sexual consent can’t really be given in advance,
these stoplight parties highlight either a deep confusion on the part of their
participants about what consent requires or an insufficient concern on their
part about securing consent. In Chap. 29, James Rocha argues that morality
requires both avoiding such problematic party practices and developing better
practices for obtaining consent. Connecting the concerns of this chapter to the
latest developments in digital technology, Rocha explores the possibility that a
specialized phone app designed for this purpose might help with this impor-
tant work.
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Doxing involves the deliberate public release of personally identifying infor-
mation on the Internet by a third party, typically with the intent to humiliate,
threaten, intimidate, or punish that person for some form of wrongdoing. In
Chap. 30, Peter Brian Barry focuses specifically on the use of doxing to secure
justice for the victims of sexual wrongdoing. Such doxing is often rejected as
morally objectionable, but Barry defends the thesis that doxing sexual trans-
gressors is sometimes a morally permissible response to their sexual miscon-
duct. In doing so, he considers several rationales for the view that doxing sexual
transgressors can be justified. These include the possibility that that doxing
sexual transgressors is justified in virtue of warning prospective victims of sex-
ual misconduct, and the related possibilities that sexual transgressors are liable
to be punished in virtue of their misconduct and that doxing them can realize
some of the goods that can be achieved by just and deserved punishment.
Throughout the chapter, Barry also considers and responds to a variety of
objections that can be raised against his position, and he offers some guidelines
for identifying the kinds of circumstances in which the case for the permissibil-
ity of doxing sexual transgressors is particularly strong.

In 2002, John Corvino published an article called “Naughty Fantasies.” In
it, he considered the question of whether it’s morally wrong to deliberately
indulge in sexual fantasies that involve imagining doing things that it would be
wrong to do in real life, things like raping someone or whipping a slave. While
acknowledging some objections that can be raised against answering this ques-
tion in the affirmative, Corvino’s article tentatively endorsed the view that it’s
wrong to eroticize activities that are themselves wrong to engage in, that what
he called “naughty fantasies” do eroticize activities that are themselves wrong
to engage in (and don’t, e.g., merely eroticize the simulation of such activities),
and that it’s therefore wrong to indulge in such fantasies. While all the other
chapters in this collection consist of previously unpublished material, the vol-
ume concludes with a new edition of this article, one that Corvino has slightly
modified to improve clarity, along with a new postscript that appears here for
the first time. In this postscript, among other things, Corvino helps to connect
the argument of his original article with one of the most disturbing develop-
ments in the area of digital sexual technology that has occurred since the
paper’s initial publication: sex robots with a so-called resistance setting that are
specifically designed to help men act out the fantasy of raping a woman. The
argument of Corvino’s chapter, formulated before the creation of such devices,
can be used to raise a potentially powerful objection to the production, distri-
bution, and use of such devices.

The field of sexual ethics is large and rapidly expanding. Because of this, no
single collection can credibly claim to offer a fully comprehensive representa-
tion of the kind of work currently being done in the area. And any editor will
have their own views and blind spots about which are the questions most worth
asking, approaches most worth pursuing, and positions most worth represent-
ing. So no collection can credibly pretend to impartiality and objectivity in its
coverage, either. But what I hope this Handbook can do is provide a helpful
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and stimulating introduction to the field for those who are coming to it for the
first time as well as a useful resource for those who have already been thinking
in some detail about the questions it addresses. I hope you find the material
contained in the chapters that follow to be provocative and challenging. And
where you find gaps in the coverage, I hope the work contained here will
inspire you to seek out equally strong work elsewhere that helps to fill those
gaps or, even better, to create such work yourself. If this book can contribute
something to the health and growth of the field in these ways, it will amply
reward the efforts of the contributors whose thoughtful and dedicated work
made it possible.



PART I

Sex and Human Nature



