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Introduction®

A good philosophical account of human uires an account of our animalistic
t require such a reference—for example,

ginative minds and social senses of self—a

an internal, S€lf-conscious first-personal point of view—feel sexual desire
el my body very strongly. When I feel my body in this way I strongly want or
long for the attention, and typically touch, of another, along with some kind of intimacy and/or
physical union with them.

Conversely, when I am experiencing sexual frustration, [ may, for example, feel my body

as a little in the way, as annoyingly and persistently demanding attention, or as betraying me by

making me focus on something I don’t really want to focus on, namely sexual satisfaction in



general or with regard to some person(s) in particular. Alternatively, sexual frustration can
manifest as the body being experienced as having an unfulfilled hunger or appetite, such as when
you want to orgasm but can’t achieve it—which is a little like having an itch that you can’t
scratch or being thirsty with no water available. Sexual frustration can also be the opposite: you

might be able to bring yourself to orgasm, but you don’t enjoy the process leading to it, so you

sprint for a somewhat unsatisfying end. Another kind of frustrated sexu.

experiencing your body as betraying you because it makes you fe at you do not

transforming, andiintegrating them into their lives in good ways. In philosophical accounts of
human nature, the exploration of these themes therefore non-accidentally involves an analysis of

human animality, including how it is complemented by our distinctively human biological,

social, aesthetic, rational, and temperamental aspects. In addition, such accounts must address



our human tendency to engage in self-destruction, or the destruction of others, by disrespecting
or attacking our sexually loving aspects.

Sexual love was not Hannah Arendt’s intellectual focus, and many of Immanuel Kant’s
writings on the topic appear unpromising and hostile or even antithetical to any interesting theory
of sexual love.! Despite this, in what follows we use philosophical resources they left us to

explore these themes. In particular, we propose that Kant’s account of h nature—good and

coherent and properly responsive to calls from our conscience. (More on this shortly. i)

In Arendt’s (Heidegger-inspired) framework, correspondingly, sexual love becomes
determined by how one views the elements of what she calls “labor” (reproductive activity,

which is sustaining of biological life and grounding of a private life), “work™ (human life as



enabled by our capacity for creating a human world by crafting useful objects, such as roads and
houses and tools); “action” (human political life as enabled by our individual ability to use
speech and act spontaneously to create a political society with a history); and “thought” (human
theoretical life, including academic life as enabled by our ability to think and reason through

abstract concepts)."¥ Moreover, on her account, human evil centrally inyolves our inability to

human ideal—the one closest to being as such or god—as philosophical search for eternal truths.

The best human life, therefore, is thought to be philosophical contemplation of eternal principles
constitutive of the universe (and not merely the earth), principles that our rational capacities are

seen as giving us access to. One benefit of Arendt’s analysis is that it enables us to see how



racist, sexist, and heterosexist thoughts in classical philosophical texts often are internally related
to a general disdain for animality. It can also help us see how members of these groups are often
closely associated with their animality (so understood), and hence, like other animals, viewed as

permissible to use or as needing to be controlled or managed. And it can help us see how these

people are sometimes viewed as needing to be corrected or stopped, because they are allegedly

between differcatkinds of valuing activities, and a lack of appreciation of the differences
between the private and the public spheres, which in turn fostered overblown social senses of
self. As contemporary social media shows so clearly, we have a serious temptation not to protect

our own private lives and to let our sense of ourselves be determined by how others see us. As



we will see in the final section, this analysis is helpful for shedding light on some of the
challenges facing anyone who wants to realize a flourishing sexually loving life.

In the next section, in contrast, we put forward a Kantian account of human nature, and
an interpretation of central features of good sex, that can overcome this problem in the

philosophical tradition—including in much Kantian philosophical thought—and in modern

challenges that¥a€e us given the modern historical societies—with their oppressive forces—we

are inheriting.

2. Human Animality



In our view, good philosophical accounts of animality must accommodate the fact that many
people experience certain distinctive and relatively constant fundamental drives in their sexually
loving ways, both with respect to how they prefer their own body to be in these regards and to
their preferences regarding others’ sexually complementing bodies. That is to say, whether the

focus is on sexual orientation or gender identity, a central component behind all of the letters

LGBTQIA concerns how we experience ourselves as embodied, sexuall ng beings. In the

fundamentally only reflexively, and not also reflecti s.Viil This proposal opens

der identity and sexual

right about these things, and getting it right can neither be reduced to an empirical (third
personal) question, a (purely self-reflectively available) rational idea of soul-types, or the fact
that our rational reflective capacities enable us to choose (with more or less resistance) in

response to our desires.



Moreover, a general suggestion here is that in order to capture sexually loving desire’s
typical motivational strength, as well as its somewhat unruly nature, categories like Kant’s
“natural vital force” and “animality” must do important philosophical work. These ideas enable
us to capture ways in which there are reflexively (and not reflectively) self-conscious aspects to

these parts of us. There are conscious, animalistic strivings of a self centrally involved in sexual

love, but this doesn’t mean that this striving is inherently reflective all t down, although it

goes some ike this: we all have an embodied forcefulness (a natural vital force) that has
ongs to it, as they are enabled by the three relational categories of the
understanding: self-preservation (substance), sex drive (causality), and affectionate community

(community). These are conscious strivings of a self, and when things go well and these strivings

are satisfied in good ways, we feel strong and harmonious.



To bring out the structure of this Kantian account, sketching an ideal of what good child
development looks like, as well as some common challenges internal to this development, is
useful. To start, on this account, a human baby drinks milk as long as the baby is hungry (as long
as drinking is pleasant and the pain of hunger is going away) and as it is doing this, it feels strong
and increasingly content until there is no more pleasure from the activity (and discomforts make

an entrance). In Kantianese, this baby is striving to preserve its animalit in so doing it feels

successfully atténded to, engaged, and developed by our conscious strivings for self-

preservation, sexuality (touch), and basic community. In addition to these natural, animalistic
drives, Kant proposes that, from the start, we can see nascent human freedom present in the fact
that only human babies scream: the scream is only possible to explain philosophically if we

attribute to the baby the capacity to represent its inability to act as a frustration. A baby cannot



do anything yet, which is experienced as extremely frustrating—and so we scream when we are
born (A* 7: 268).% Also, notice that if all of these three animalistic drives are realized well
together as a whole and the frustration regarding freedom is handled well by the caregivers, a
baby is harmonious and strong; in Kantianese, its natural vital force is experienced as strong and

calm. Correspondingly, caregivers’ early aims centrally involve facilitating an environment in

which a baby can strive in such unified, good ways.

The story about good human sexual love, in turn, becomes

together in teledlogical wholes (including as stimulated by various children’s games involving

combining). Moreover, as our baby selves are learning all of this, at some point, we are also able

99 ¢

to relate to what we are doing not only through abstract concepts (“mummy,” “milk,” “play”),
but also as an “I”’ (we switch from describing ourselves in the third person singular (“Hannah”)

to the first person singular) and we start to display and develop temperamental qualities. Some of
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us, for example, reveal ourselves as having more introverted or more extroverted emotional
patterns, or, if we use Kant’s categories, we reveal ourselves as having “sanguine” (joyous and
spontaneous), choleric (dramatic and in need of much attention), melancholic (forcefully serious,
thoughtful, and careful), or phlegmatic (calm and somewhat inactive or deeply reflective)

patterns. In themselves, these temperamental patterns are neither good nor bad, but rather involve

other words, not easy, and complications are added by the fact that we live our first many years

(before we are capable of even minimal moral responsibility) within the bubble of our given

families with all their (often rationalized) immaturities and dysfunctions.
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On this approach, it is therefore important to realize that we start this project in nascent
ways much before we are capable of morality and we are extremely dependent on having
caregivers around who provide us with an environment in which we can safely make this our
own project—one that hence starts from a place of sexual innocence. In part, providing such an
environment involves setting clear boundaries around each child in the home, boundaries that no

one is permitted to intrude upon. The bare minimum in this regard is ob for the caregivers

others as lovabl€@nd even beautiful and/or sublime—by developing attention to the ways in

which others can both complement us in wholes of various aesthetic kinds and strike us as
pleasing, wonderful, and/or sexually exciting to be around. And, as mentioned above, we have to
learn to do this as the kind of persons we are. If we typically feel strongly and deeply over time

(melancholic), for example, or instead tend to feel strongly and playfully in the moment

12



(sanguine), then it’s important to take this into account as we pursue sexual love. We have to
figure out what we can handle emotionally and what is best for ourselves. For example, is it best
for us to sexually love someone who is a little similar to or who is a little different from us in
these regards, or does this difference not really matter? We have to learn to manage emotions of

comparison, such as envy and jealousy, and we must learn how to reject or be rejected by others.

What is ours to have is both something we want and the other wants us t

oct isn’t mutual or if it stops being mutual, however, then the danger of passion
develops. In fa ant argues that sexual love itself can develop into a damaging, obsessive
passion is if it is not reciprocated (A 7: 266). Moreover, he argues that unrequited love, “[l]ike all
passionate longings... gnaw[s] and consume[s] the heart or, so to speak, bind[s] the vital force
with shackles” (PMF*' 15: 940) and “the capacity of the understanding is of little help against it;

for the end of enchanted human being sees very well indeed the reasons against [their] favorite

13



inclination, but... [they feel] powerless to give them active emphasis” (MH*"! 2: 261).xVil For
example, after a breakup, the danger is that not only affect—say, anger, disappointment, or
sadness—but also that passion will develop because one is or both are unable to move on, and
instead they obsess about what history has shown doesn’t work well, such as by it not being

transformable into something stabilizing. Hence passion is revealed in how one keeps prodding

at something even when doing so doesn’t make rational sense and entail one gets trapped in

. Moreover, developing sexual love well—including as it involves giving
oneself to otherSiamyvulnerable, playful, and rightly trusting ways, and giving them affirmation
and intimate attention—makes it easy to associate one’s sense of self only with the other’s
presence, rather than holding onto it as also something one has in oneself. Losing such a

relationship—whether through heartbreak or death—is consequently often experienced as

ungrounding and/or as giving rise to destructive, passionate desires of obsession. Oftentimes, the

14



best we are able to do for a while might just be to avoid doing bad things and to try to keep going
on one’s own in a different direction, since letting go fully or learning to live with the fact of
how life will be from now on is emotional work that is partially unreflective and constitutive of
our selves all the way down.

It follows from the above account that developing our raw sexual desires into more

mature versions centrally involves three main activities of development, formation, and

self and rational end-setting) and personality (moral res ibili of this in ways

11 of these emotional

where our commitment to morality—to treat others as having dignity—sets the framework
within which we pursue happiness in the various situations in which we find ourselves.xiii
Another core Kantian proposal that we consider important is his suggestion that the most

important general duty we have is to learn to be truthful. Kant’s judgment is that most people

never take on this challenge, and those who do typically don’t make this commitment until in
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their thirties. Moreover, he suggests, if we look at those who really do try, becoming more
reliably successful at truthfulness doesn’t tend to occur until in their forties (A 7: 294). Why such
emphasis on the importance of truthfulness? One reason, in this context, is simply that without
truthfulness, it isn’t possible to develop, transform, and integrate one’s sexual loving aspects in
associative, abstract conceptual, and aesthetic-teleological ways that are harmonious with one’s
natural forcefulness and temperament. After all, if one is not truthful, o not learn to feel

one’s natural vital force strongly, nor how various kinds of engag

constitut1V arning how to develop, transform, and integrate all these emotional aspects of

oneself in way are respectful of oneself and others as having one’s own life to live—a life
that we should treat as precious or as having dignity. More specifically, truthfulness is necessary
to enable one’s conscience to function properly: to hear the call of never treating oneself or
others as mere means (to obey our practical reason’s command of “perfect duties,” as Kant

would say) and to feel the obligation to learn to be kind, non-judgmental, and supportive of
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ourselves and each other in our efforts to feel and live better, more fully on our own and together
(to obey our practical reason’s command of “imperfect duties,” as Kant would say). Living in
this way is also only possible if one strives to develop a reliable ability to do what is right
because it is right when this is called for (to develop “moral character,” as Kant would say).
Again, sometimes this only involves learning to let go or not to act even though one feels very

aroused or sexually excited (so, not to act on affect); other times it is to to move on after

somebody whose sexual love has been very important is no longe

also be more than this is not to say that there’s anything wrong about predictably comfortable sex
as such, nor to deny that these kinds of sex have a good and stabilizing role for many or in many
circumstances. Rather, the point is simply that for many people sex can be more—including less

predictable, more challenging, and more uncomfortable without thereby being bad—and that
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allowing and pursuing more when life allows can be a wonderful part of life.** It is typically not
easy, though, given the societies we inherit with their histories of oppression and the related

dehumanizing violences we can become subjected to.

3. Patterns of Dehumanization and the Possibility of Sexually Loving Lives

While our sexuality has a certain basic phenomenological direction to it use our feelings are

one hand, and the limiting forces of social acceptance or intelligibility, on the other. But the

human imagination is powerful, and our sexual desires tend to be unruly, and can refuse to bow

to the powerful constraining forces of convention.
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Arendt’s account of how both philosophy and modern life undervalue our animality can
make sense of some of the ways that oppressive forces cause distinctively sexual harms or
injustices. For one, members of oppressed groups tend to be associated with their animality in
ways that others are not. Simone de Beauvoir relatedly called out this tendency to depict women
as “think[ing] with [their] glands,” pointing out that “Man superbly ignores the fact that his

anatomy also includes glands, such as the testicles, and that they secrete ones. He thinks of

the least S aspects of human nature, these people are marked variously as not worthy of

respect, as dese o harmful treatment, and as needing to be controlled both for their own good
and the good of society.

The above Kantian account of human nature, in conjunction with the Arendtian account
of the distinctive pitfalls of our overblown modern social selves, can shed further light here,

bringing into focus problems with the kinds of sex you might think we should be having but are
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not, and with the kinds of sex we are having instead. One way these social considerations can get
in the way of the sex we should be having has to do with how the new identity categories that
arose in modernity encourage in-group/out-group identifications that lead to division and
conflict. These identifications result in patterned forms of social exclusion that have and will
continue to prevent certain loving sexual relationships from even having the chance to begin.

Racial and ethnic categories, for example, have been reified and interrac inter-ethnic sexual

partner(s), and S@€icty at large.

Another considerable temptation of bad sex arises when we unthinkingly adopt the
identity categories foisted upon us by society. The risk of doing so is the risk of living a life of
sexual bad faith, one that fails to stay true to ourselves. The existential importance of being able

to live out one’s sexuality in good ways is evident, at the extreme, in the higher suicide rates for
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those who are denied the possibility of doing so.**! But for too many, a life of sexual bad faith
will have us seek out actions or interactions we don’t actually find sexually satisfying or
fulfilling, but fall in line with what society says that “people like us” are supposed to want.
Deeply entrenched heteronormative biases will thus discourage people from exploring queer

desires, for example. Classist and racist biases will discourage people from exploring sexual

relationships with people from different socio-economic and racialized ounds. Ableist

socio-economic oppression and a higher danger of being sexually assaulted, this often puts POC

families in a radically difficult situation in these regards.
Just as troubling as the sexual experiences and relationships we are discouraged or

forbidden from pursuing are some of those we are encouraged to pursue in their stead, some of
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which are internally connected with dehumanizing violence and oppression. Stereotypes are
often instrumental in this process, providing people with limiting social scripts that funnel them
into personalities and behaviors that numb their natural vital force, and lead them to desire and
pursue sexual interactions that are not merely unfulfilling but are immoral and hence numb their

moral vital force. Gendered sexual stereotypes that characterize men as naturally driven by lust

and women as naturally chaste, for example, lead to eroticized relations

dominance and submission that many feminists argue are directly

celebrates, promotes, authorizes, and legitimizes them. More generally, it eroticizes the dominance and
submission that is the [common] dynamic. It makes hierarchy sexy and calls that “the truth about sex” or
just a mirror of reality. . . . What pornography does goes beyond its content: it eroticizes hierarchy, it

sexualizes inequality i
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Mainstream pornography entrenches sexist stereotypes about what men’s and women’s sexual
natures are supposed to be like: men are portrayed as sexually active, aggressive, and dominant,
while women are sexually passive and submissive. Adherence to these narrow sexual stereotypes
can encourage people to seek out sexual interactions that are unsatisfying at best, and demeaning

or degrading at worst. When such pornography takes the place of a better informed,

does not 1 As explained above, because sexual desire is importantly only reflexive, not

reflective, and B se of the danger of affects and passion, there is a danger, according to Kant,
that sexual desire results in such objectification. Because sexual desire and pleasure can bring us
to subjective experiences of urge in such acute and powerful ways, they can drive out all

reflection (other thoughts), including thoughts of the moral respect we’re required to have for

others. We can bring ourselves into a condition of being turned on that feels like our brains fritz
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in such a way that we can block our conscience’s demand for us to respect someone and make
sure that what we want is also what they want. “In that condition of mind,” characterizes Martha
Nussbaum, “one cannot manage to see the other person as anything but a tool of one’s own
interests, a set of bodily parts that are useful tools for one’s pleasure, and the powerful urge to

secure one’s own sexual satisfaction will ensure that instrumentalization (and therefore denial of

failures of respect are patterned in
gendered ways. Cont 1ni elinnon and Andrea Dworkin have taken up
h sexual objectification, but unlike Kant do not believe
are inherent to sexual desire itself. Instead, they lay the blame at
the feet o we are socialized erotically, into a paradigm shot through with gendered
hierarchy and demiination. The failures of respect resulting from sexual objectification are not
symmetrical, according to these feminists. Rather, in ways reminiscent of Beauvoir, these
thinkers argue that men are taught to experience sexual desire by dominating and using women,

and women are taught to experience sexual desire by being dominated and turned into sex

objects. Moreover, these gendered asymmetries in our erotic imaginations have real-world
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consequences. MacKinnon and Dworkin argue (somewhat controversially) that the eroticization
of these gendered relationships of dominance and submission is directly causally responsible for
women’s disproportionate risk of sexualized violence at the hands of men. Rae Langton argues

that these pornographic scripts create a social world in which women are objectified, depicted as

existing “for sex,” and where their attempts to refuse sex are portrayed as integral components of

clear enough. Ours is a social world in which peop]‘e enc

identities and erotic scripts that make deep, flourishing i xperience for

many and that make morally respectful interactio ry diffi
4. Concluding Remarks
In the societies in which we currently live

al love well in less traditional ways—

queer sex, for example, or kink [8€X, Or sex therapy, or sexual experiences

reflecting deeply on their own desires, and are thus less likely to be susceptible to bad faith in

important regards, because these communities are born of the need to learn to know one’s
authentic desires when acting on prominent social conceptions is impossible without being self-

destructive. Such communities also tend to be profoundly incentivized to ensure that their
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members’ desires are pursued in morally permissible ways, and thus tend to have highly evolved
norms of sexual communication and consent—including, for example, practices such as safe
words.**i These spaces are also ones in which serious violence can occur, however, including by
being tempting to people who have serious inabilities to own who they are and are thus inclined

to engage in behavior that is destructive of both themself and others. Still, communities such as

these, which typically exist at the margins of society, often have insight would be helpful

also if they were taken up by the mainstream.

* Thanks to Lucy Allais, David Boonin, and She enerous help along the way of writing this

paper.
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