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HEATHER CORINNA

FOREWORD

In the late 1980s I attended a college whose core curriculum was rooted
in the classics of Western philosophy. I also had sex in college and studied
sexuality in college, between the pages, not just the sheets. For me, college
sex and philosophy were largely inseparable, and I had both in equal
measure.

Here’s the crux of what I learned about Western philosophy in college:
it is highly critical, systematic and relies upon — or states it does — logic
and reason. It involves asking and exploring very big questions, some-
times about very large things, sometimes about very small things. It
tended to mostly come from old, white men and be about men, even
when those men are discussing women or others whose experiences they
had not lived or had not lived lately.

Some of this stuff was seriously ancient, even when presented as shiny
and new. Any given philosopher seemed to think that his — and with a
hat-tip to Hannah Arendt, her — philosophical approach and ideas would
make all others obsolete. Any given philosopher often used language (like
the words “god,” “he,” or “moral”) or approaches that made it sound like
their language and approaches were the only right or reasonable ones.

Very few people seemed interested in it, but people still liked to argue
about it a lot. Just when I thought I had a handle on philosophy, some
approach to or experience of it spun my head around and made me feel
like a newbie.

Philosophy often seemed to be coming from a bunch of dead people
who were coming from a world that largely was not mine. But even when
those folks were talking about something that either wasn’t about them, or



didn’t speak to my experience, even in question or profound disagreement,
I could learn a whole lot about myself and my world from it.

It sometimes also really made my head hurt.

Here’s the crux of what I learned about sex in college, especially sex we
have during the time of life when we’re in college: it is largely uncritical
(when it is, is more so after the fact than during the act), only systematic
when it sucks, and most often relies upon a partial suspension of reason.
It often involves asking for and exploring very big things, sometimes via
very large things, sometimes via very small things. It tended to come
from pretty much everybody of every age, though some men did like to
think that it was mostly about them, even when they had it with women
or others whose experiences they had not lived or had not lived lately.
The older and whiter those men got, the more they seemed inclined to
think that, something I hardly need to tell a generation that has come of
age under the Bush administration. If you’ve already started college
courses, you also know exactly what I’'m talking about. If not, you will.

Some of this stuff was seriously ancient, even when presented as shiny
and new. Any given sexual partner didn’t seem think that his — or her —
approach to and ideas about sex would make all others obsolete, but
plenty seemed to hope for as much. Any given person often used lan-
guage (like the words “oh-god,” “sex,” or “moral™) about or approaches
to sexuality that made it sound like their language and approaches were
the only right, or reasonable ones.

Pretty much everybody was interested in it, but people still liked to
argue about it a lot. Just when I thought I had a handle on sex, some
approach to or experience of it spun my head around and made me feel
like a newbie.

While the sex I personally had in college never involved dead people,
it did sometimes involve those coming from a world that was not mine.
But for the most part, sex in college was centrally about me and my peers
and about our world, not the worlds or experiences of those outside it,
even if to our great annoyance those outsiders invaded or policed that
world. Yet, even when other folks were having sex or had a sexuality in
college that either wasn’t about me, or didn’t speak to my experience of
sex, even in question or disagreement, I could learn a whole lot about
myself and my world from it.

It sometimes also really made my head hurt.

In some ways, college sex and philosophy are excellent bedfellows. In
others, they’re like those couples you see together and cannot figure out
what the hell it is they see in one another. While adding sex to philosophy
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makes the latter far more compelling, the opposite is rarely true. Under
the microscopic lens of philosophy, sex can sometimes appear nearly
incomprehensible, painfully pat, or downright unappealing. Of course,
some schools of philosophy are a better fit than others. Rationalism, ana-
lytic philosophy, or logical positivism? Highly incompatible. Skepticism
or pragmatism? Not if you want to have a good time. Aesthetics, meta-
physics, and existentialism? Sure. Poststructuralism? Depends on the sex
you’re having. Idealism? And how. Absurdism? Perfect.

Most of the Western philosophers who have explored sexuality often
seem either like the folks who have enjoyed or experienced sex the least
or who wanted to hide their enjoyment of it the most. When reading phi-
losophers addressing sexuality, you may hear a voice in your head saying,
with great exasperation, “Just get laid already!” or “For the love of gawd,
come out of that closet.” Many have seemed most focused on questions
of what is and is not moral in human sexuality — and with infrequent self-
analysis, mind — than the whole of the sexual experience or the more
holistic sphere of what human sexuality entails. Much philosophy
addressing sexuality can seem a determined attempt to take all the fun
right out of it. For example, it’s a testament to the fortitude of queer and
women’s sexuality and the drive we all have for pleasure that we of the
female and/or not-hetero variety can still enjoy sex at all after reading and
having culture influenced by most philosophical approaches to queer
and women’s sexuality. We also owe philosophy no gratitude for its end-
less fixation on what is normal and what is abnormal in sexuality, an
enterprise so vastly diverse that the only thing we know about sexual
normality is that either all of us are normal or none of us are.

Neither philosophy nor sex in college is new. In fact, much of what any
given generation posits as sexually new in the next one is not, it just may
be occurring in new contexts and frameworks or look different once one
is beyond a given age. In the 1980s and 1990s, the 1960s and 1970s, in
the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, people were doing the horizontal mambo
in college, “hooking up,” having or considering trysts with professors,
sneaking or slinking home after staying out all night, communicating
with long-distance partners, doing or utilizing sex work, sleeping with
folks who weren’t a spouse, fiancée, or “steady,” having sex with and
without romantic love. In short, they were exploring their own sexuality
and sexual identity to try and find the right fit for who they were then
and for who they wanted to become. Since most of the people applying
philosophy to college sex are not college students having said sex (nor
often sexologists), in some ways, I think the greatest information gleaned
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from philosophical analysis of young adult sex is what adultist attitudes
and ideas about college sex and sexuality are.

Which is useful knowledge, really. After all, those not in college having
sex have long been the greatest buzzkill of those who are, especially those
who didn’t have the sex in college they wanted and knew — or imagined —
everyone else to be having. Let’s be kind: adults who philosophically
consider the sexuality of younger people probably had sex in college, too,
and plenty of it was likely sex they enjoyed. (Or, being not so kind, did
not have sex in college and are still royally pissed off about it.) Some of
what you read in this book will be about your experiences with sex in
college. Some won’t: it may be about experiences others have, instead, or
may be about someone else’s perceptions of, ideas about, or even sexual
fantasies of what you and your fellow students are doing. But whether it
expands your mind or solidifies your own dissenting ideas, it’s all good.

Outside philosophical perspectives on your sex life will tend to include
one’s own sexual history added to what they observe about yours now
within the kind of rigorous structure philosophical approaches demand
and require, and that’s useful, both when on-target and when off-base.
You can use them to see them coming and cover your tracks a bit better.
Alternately, you can use them to apply a different perspective than your
own to your own sexual life: seeing our experiences through different
eyes and ways of thinking can provide potentially important tools with
which to evaluate our choices.

As a sexuality author and educator, I find it frustrating when sex and
sexuality are presented solely as pursuits of the body, when in fact they
are also — sometimes great, sometimes not-so-great — pursuits of heart
and mind. Furthermore, sex is not just what we do when we’re engaging
in it, it is what we think of it all, before, during, and after, in scarcity and
in excess, about our own sexuality and sex lives and those of others, how
we and everyone else contextualize, conceptualize, evaluate, enact, and
represent it; how and if we say yes, maybe, or no, to whom and what we
say it, what both our ideals and realities of sex — which often are not one
and the same, nor universal for everyone — are. And having solid frame-
works for thinking about something that can make us so dizzy in the head
is mighty helpful. That is the aim of the authors of College Sex & Philosophy,
and it’s most certainly a fine one. As they were for me in college, sex and
philosophy remain a heady mix, one that poses unusual and unexpected
challenges for writer and reader alike.

So, I invite you to go ahead, open the pages of this book, put sex and
philosophy in bed together and see what happens. And don’t just lie
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there: let yourself really get into it and see where it takes you. Just like any

other kind of “sexual experimenting,” you may find it expansive or a

yawner, you might get off on it or you might not. But you’ll never know
unless you give it a try.

Heather Corinna

Founder and Director, Scarleteen.com
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MICHAEL BRUCE AND ROBERT M. STEWART

CAMPUS ORIENTATION

An Introduction to College Sex — Philosophy for Everyone

College is a special time in Western culture. It is a
unique social space where young adults are encour-
aged to sew their “wild oats,” cultivate a sense of
self, and be exposed to a global economy of ideas
and perspectives. As many students are away from
their parents and communities — and their
enmeshed values — for the first time, they often
experiment and explore themselves, their new
autonomy, and the academic world. Sexuality and
sexual practices are some of the most important
and interesting areas students navigate. This vol-
ume in the Philosophy for Everyone series investigates contemporary sex-
ual practices, behaviors, and mores of college students from a
philosophical perspective. This introduction will highlight the features
and history of the philosophy of sex as an area of research and then
briefly introduce the essays and the organization of the book.

The philosophy of sex is a relatively new subfield. Although the works
of some major philosophers in the history of philosophy have included
important discussions of sexuality, often in relation to love and the family
or broader social issues, only in the last forty years have professional phi-
losophers recognized this subject as a significant focus of research in its
own right. Many essays, books, and college courses have appeared since
the publication of a seminal journal article by the noted philosopher
Thomas Nagel in the early 1970s on the topic of sexual perversion.!
Though widely criticized, and for good reason, in a series of subsequent




publications by other philosophers, Nagel’s use of the techniques of
modern analytic philosophy to elucidate a controversial concept seldom
addressed by his fellow philosophers working within the Anglo-American
tradition was pathbreaking. Continental European philosophers such as
Seren Kierkegaard (1813-55), Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), and
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), and later Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80)
and Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86), had written about the nature of
sexual desire and relations between the sexes, but English-speaking phi-
losophers had done little during that period on the subject of human
sexuality. Nagel’s “Sexual Perversion” was influenced by the insights of
existentialist philosophers, particularly Sartre, but it had analytical rigor
and clarity, advancing an argument for objective standards of sexual
deviance and normality more liberal than one might find in orthodox
Freudian accounts, for example, of homosexuality. His essay was thus an
exercise in both conceptual clarification and applied moral philosophy.
Ethics, social-political philosophy, and philosophical psychology or the
philosophy of mind are the main areas within the discipline of philosophy
that contribute to the subfield of the philosophy of sex. Many of the
questions falling within this subfield concern sexual morality — the ethics
of premarital and extramarital sex, contraception and abortion, same-sex
relations, and so forth. Some of the issues addressed by philosophers of
sex are ethical but also involve social policy and the regulation of human
practices and institutions, e.g., the sex industry. And there is a broad
range of questions that concern the nature and aim of human sexuality
itself, our desires and emotions, pleasure and pain, sexual identity, the
normal and the abnormal, among other things. These are broadly psy-
chological issues, yet philosophers approach them somewhat differently
from the ways in which academic psychologists, clinicians, counselors,
and psychiatrists do, and the matters of central concern are often not
exactly the same. While the latter disciplines tend to involve theorizing
about the causal origins of sexual behavior in our species and others, as
well as effective treatment of sexual disorders or disturbances, philoso-
phers — while usually interested in such empirical questions — are more
likely to focus on the construction of conceptual frameworks for under-
standing and also evaluating human sexual phenomena. These frame-
works draw from other important developments in other areas of
philosophy, such as the philosophy of mind and philosophy of science.
Ideally, philosophers and social or behavioral scientists benefit from each
other’s research, the conceptual and normative concerns of philosophers
influencing the empirical research of scientists and in turn being informed
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