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To Sandra









There He taught me the science full of sweetness.


—John of the Cross










1 Does Sex Have to Mean Something?





Where have You hidden Yourself,


And abandoned me in my groaning, O my Beloved?


You have fled like the hart,


Having wounded me.


I ran after You, crying; but You were gone.


—John of the Cross, Spiritual Canticle





One day in class, there loomed up into the discussion of old books the barren playland of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, that posthuman wilderness where it is the “duty” of people to be infantile, even if they wish not to be—a wish that conditioning makes impossible for all but a few. Most of the students had read the book, and remembered passages like the following:




“It suddenly struck me the other day,” continued Bernard, “that it might be possible to be an adult all the time.”


“I don’t understand.” Lenina’s tone was firm.


“I know you don’t. And that’s why we went to bed together yesterday—like infants—instead of being adults and waiting.”


“But it was fun,” Lenina insisted. “Wasn’t it?”


“Oh, the greatest fun,” he answered, but in a voice so mournful, with an expression so profoundly miserable, that Lenina felt all her triumph suddenly evaporate. Perhaps he had found her too plump, after all.1





Though not by precisely the same methods as in Huxley’s world, students these days are pretty thoroughly conditioned, so most were on Lenina’s side. Why anyone should feel anything amiss in such a world was a mystery to them. If everyone is having fun, then what could be the problem?


But Harris, in the first row, disagreed. In fact, he was revolted. “Those people are disgusting,” he said.


Thinking that I got his point, I gave a premature nod. “Sex ought to mean something,” I remarked.


“No,” he replied, to my surprise. “Sex doesn’t always have to mean something.”


That threw me a little off balance, and before I could shake myself out of teacher-trance, someone else spoke up, turning the discussion in another direction, and the moment was lost.


After class ended, when students were filing from the room, I asked Harris to wait a moment. “Your comment about Huxley’s people—obviously I misunderstood what you were getting at. But if sex doesn’t have to mean anything, then why did they revolt you?”


“The way they make babies—in factories, without parents,” he replied. “The whole thing about ‘decanting’ them from glass bottles. That’s what’s disgusting.” Unfortunately, we both had someplace else to go, and as though we were acting out a parable of Huxleyan disconnection, for a second time the contact was broken.


That was a failure of teaching. I’ve tried to make up for it since then, and this book is part of the attempt.


One might ask: So what if the contact failed? Did that matter? After all, the puzzle had been cleared up anyway, hadn’t it? I asked Harris what he had meant, and Harris told me. Babies shouldn’t be industrially produced, check. But sex itself doesn’t have to mean anything, check. We might disagree about the second point, but at least we both knew what he’d been getting at.


But did we both know? I don’t think we did. What issue had our brief exchange of comments really presented?


At first I thought that the issue was merely whether sex has to mean something. My answer to the question was “Yes,” Harris’s “No.”


But the real question wasn’t that at all. It was how sex can both mean something, and also not mean anything. To be even more precise, it was how sex can both always mean something, and also never mean anything. I draw this conclusion because Harris’s opinion was at variance with his emotion.


He said sex doesn’t have to mean anything. If it doesn’t “have to” mean anything, that means it doesn’t ever mean anything really—at least it doesn’t ever mean anything in any way that could restrict our choices. Behind sex is nothing but a void. And yet, for some reason, Harris was revolted by the factory production of children in canisters. The void was not empty after all. For if it was really a void, then how could he be revolted? How could one be disgusted by nothing?


I hear the objection already. You’re getting worked up over nothing, Professor. Feelings don’t make sense. Is that so? I give people more credit than that. Every feeling makes some kind of sense, even if only confusedly. So I ask again: Why was Harris revolted?


Presumably, what bothered him about the assembly-line production of babies was that it sliced the conjugal union of the mother and the father out of the picture. But if sex doesn’t have to mean anything, then so what if that was sliced out? It shouldn’t have bothered Harris unless procreation is something that ought to take place in the loving embrace of the parents. But if so, then in the depths of his mind, didn’t he recognize that sex means something after all? In fact, didn’t he recognize that it means at least two connected things—an aspiration to children, and an aspiration to union?—the act by which babies are made, and the act by which their parents are united? Moreover, since Harris was revolted that the aspiration to children could ever be separated from the aspiration to union, it would seem that he recognized that these two meanings aren’t merely sometimes joined together, but that they are joined whenever we have sex. In short, although he reported that sex doesn’t always have to mean anything, his loathing for factory production of children told the story that it means something already, and it means it all the time.


The fact that he asserted the opposite opinion doesn’t wipe out our conclusion. It only makes it more mysterious. Apparently sex means something to us even if we don’t admit to ourselves that it does.


Let us look a little more closely into this mystery. What did Harris think he meant—what was he trying to get at—when he said that sex doesn’t always have to mean something? One of the reasons I am interested in the answer to that question is that it seems to me that a lot of people are trying to get at the same thing.


One might be tempted to think that he wasn’t getting at anything in particular, that he was just confused. No doubt he was confused, but airy dismissals of this sort don’t treat people with the respect that their confusion deserves. It is childish to dismiss someone’s thoughts as unworthy of consideration just because they are mixed up; human beings are always trying to get at something, even when they don’t know what it is. The oft-derided truth that man is a rational being does not mean that he always thinks clearly. But he always thinks something, so what, in this case, was that something?


If I had questioned Harris further—“What do you mean when you say sex doesn’t have to mean anything? Do people engage in it for no reason at all? Does it just happen, like a gurgle in the stomach, a can rattling down the street, or a screen door blowing shut in the breeze?”—perhaps he would have conceded that sex does have trivial meanings: a little pleasure, a little fun, a little relief from boredom and desire. This wouldn’t be much of a concession. Sex would mean something, but only in the way that eating a peanut means something, chewing on an ice cube means something, scratching an itch means something. There would be no more call to rhapsodize about the touch of a man and a woman than to compose sonnets about the communion of a picnicker with his mayonnaise. Maybe less.


But a response like that would not get us any further in reconciling what Harris said with what his emotion implied. So let us start at the other end. Let us start, not with his opinion, but with his revulsion.


When Harris described his aversion toward the factory production of children, he seemed to be saying that it is wrong to separate procreation from the act of union. On the other hand, when he said that sex doesn’t have to mean anything, he seemed to be saying that it is all right to separate the act of union from procreation. That is like saying that you may take the seeds from the apple, but you may not take the apple from the seeds. This, of course, is nonsense. To sever A from B is to sever B from A.


Perhaps what Harris was getting at—I don’t mean what he was thinking, but what he might have meant to think, what he might have started to think if I had pressed him—was a bit different. Perhaps the idea is that it is all right to separate our meaning for sex from the meaning for sex—to separate what sex means for us from what, simply, it means. Just because something disgusts us, he might say, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it.


If I could make Harris speak like a philosopher, perhaps he would concede that from the perspective of human nature, the two meanings of sex are joined like the apple with the seeds, but perhaps he would also insist that we aren’t slaves to nature. After all, don’t we breed such things as seedless apples? Perhaps he would say that human will is greater than human nature. Perhaps he would say that from this different and higher perspective, the perspective of the will, the meanings of sex are merely options, like items on the shelf of a pantry. Nothing prevents someone from removing the sack of sugar but leaving the flour behind, or for that matter leaving both behind and opening the refrigerator instead. Perhaps Harris would say that making choices in just that way—“thus I will it, and so thus it is”—is what it means to be free.


I realize that in making Harris speak like a philosopher I am asking a lot from my readers. There are limits to the suspension of disbelief. We all know that undergraduates don’t speak like that. True, but they think like that. Someone might protest, “No, they don’t even think like that.” This is only half true. They don’t think like that clearly, but they think like that vaguely. I suspect that the words I’ve put in Harris’s mouth are pretty close to what he was vaguely trying to say, and I more than suspect that a great many other people are vaguely trying to say the same thing. So allow the words I have put in his mouth to remain there.


Even so, they leave us with a problem. In fact they leave us with three problems.


The first of these problems is that meaning isn’t arbitrary. Yes, we can associate sex in our minds with anything we choose—with pain, pleasure, tedium, amusement, alienation, reconciliation, fertility, sterility, misery, joy, life, death, or what have you. This is true of all things, not just sex. We can associate anything with anything; as Katherine Hepburn’s character declared in the romantic comedy Desk Set, “I associate many things with many things.” I may associate friendship with betrayal because my friend was untrue. I may associate birth with death because my child was stillborn. I may associate emptiness with intelligence because I have read too much Sartre. Even so, the meaning of friendship as such is not betrayal, the meaning of birth as such is not death, and the meaning of emptiness as such is not intelligence. If anything whatsoever could mean anything whatsoever—if girls in straw hats could mean jars of processed cheese, or children on swings could mean termites in the walls—then nothing could mean anything in particular. Language itself would be pointless. We might as well give it up and just bubble our lips. Even the statement that sex doesn’t have to mean anything is intelligible only against the background of a world in which, in general, things do mean something.


And if other things do mean something, then why shouldn’t sex mean something? Why should something as powerful and interesting as sex be the exception?


The second problem is that human nature is not a master, distinct from us, reducing us to bondage. It is the deep structure of what we really are. The fact that we are not free to be other than human doesn’t mean that we aren’t free; how could it truly be freedom to be false to ourselves? Blue may as well demand the liberty to be red, odd the liberty to be even, vegetable the liberty to be mineral. That kind of liberty is just the liberty of self-annihilation. But if true freedom doesn’t lie in being false to ourselves, then as the old adage claims, it must lie in being true to ourselves. Either this ancient recommendation is fatuous—for we are already ourselves, and cannot help but be ourselves, in the mere sense that we do what our wills bid us do—or it means directing our wills in such a way that the meanings and purposes that lie fallow in our nature can unfold. By the latter test, everything is free only when its nature is unfolding. An acorn is free only when it is coming to be an oak.


But if we are free only when our nature is unfolding, then shouldn’t this be true of our sexual nature, too? Shouldn’t we direct our wills in such a way that the meanings and purposes that lie fallow in sexuality can unfold?


The third problem is that human will isn’t something separate from human nature, but a part of human nature. At best, when someone says that his will is greater than his nature, he is badly expressing the idea that his will is greater than the rest of his nature—that his nature does matter, and that his will is its best and noblest part—that it acquires from this nobility a royal right to rule all the rest of the kingdom. So perhaps we come even closer to the latent intention of Harris’s words if we say that freedom is not freedom from the reign of human nature, but freedom of the highest part of human nature to exercise dominion over its lower parts. So far as it goes, I think that principle is true.


But is the highest part of our nature really the will? Isn’t the highest part rather the intelligence that directs the will? Wouldn’t one of the highest functions of this intelligence be recognizing the meanings embedded in the lovely array of the rest of the parts of our nature? In fact, hadn’t Harris’s moment of revulsion brought him to the very edge of recognizing some of these meanings? I think that it had, though I am pretty sure that he wasn’t paying attention.


There are more mysteries here, such as why, if it is impossible to transcend our nature, we imagine that we would like to. We cannot literally be other than what we are. Yet is there some other sense in which we might transcend ourselves? Is it possible that the confused desire for self-transcendence might really, unknown to Harris, be an even stronger motive in his heart of hearts than a little pleasure, a little fun, a little relief from boredom and desire? Might it even be possible that these little motives of pleasure and distraction are only masks for the greater motive, that they are cases of mistaken identification? Could this be one of the reasons why we are so confused about what we are getting at, contradicting ourselves at every step, feeling so strongly about things that a moment before we insisted didn’t matter?


I am trying to say too much at once. First things first. So many more elementary things have to be considered in this book before we can return to such questions as the ones I have raised. For now, let me call an end to my imaginary interrogation of poor Harris. He is paying a pretty high price for my failure to teach him that day.


Ah, but perhaps it is already too late. Even if I do finally call an end to the interrogation of Harris, I have already read far too much into his offhand remarks. In one sense: Yes, of course I have. Surely he wasn’t consciously thinking all those thoughts I attributed to him. But in another sense: No, of course I haven’t. All these thoughts were hovering around him like ghosts, like leaves drifting dimly through a pond.


Why such an effort to gather those drifting leaves? I offer the following defense.


In the first place, I owe it to Harris. However a teacher may fall short, that is his calling. In the second place, when I speculate that Harris might say this, or might say that, I am not relying simply on my actual knowledge of Harris, which is slim. I am supplementing my reflections about Harris’s state of mind with the ruminated-upon memories of my own conversations throughout life, dialogues with others, colloquies with myself. Finally, allow me to point out that human beings know a great deal more than they are usually aware of knowing, and Harris was no exception. So much of our knowledge is latent, “in potentiality,” not yet fully actualized.


When latent knowledge does break the surface, the experience is more like remembering something than like thinking of something. Ordinary language has an armory of expressions for this. We say things like “I didn’t know I knew that,” “I thought it must be something like that,” or “I never thought of that, but somehow I knew it all along.”


It is too late for me to evoke that sort of response from Harris, but I would consider the book successful if even just now and then, it evoked that sort of response from a few of its readers.





Why write a book on this topic at all? Various motives commingle. A great one is gratitude, because the experience of love is the great redeeming experience of my life. I am referring to all sorts of loves, the love of parents, teachers, friends. But I am especially referring to the love of my wife, which reawakened me when I was lost in a solipsistic maze and had lost what Dante calls “the intelligence of love.” The meaning of the intercession of Beatrice, in Dante’s trip through the nether regions, has never been mysterious to me, for through this love there also came the fragrance of the love of God.


There, I have uttered it, the forbidden word: “God.” That will be quite enough to make some people dismiss this book as “religious,” and therefore irrelevant to their concerns. How can I reassure them? In one way, I can’t. If divine grace is real, then it is as inescapably relevant to human life as oxygen to breathing. In another way, I can. I promise not to touch on the forbidden subject again until—


Hold, that is too much! Before I finalize the promise, let me qualify it. I promise not to wade into a full-blown discussion of grace until the end, but I do not vow not to allude to it. Those who wish to be spared the repetition of my opening offense, the mention of God just above, may pass over such light mentions. If it would make them more comfortable, they might pretend that my allusions to God are merely phatic utterances, like “How do you do?” When they do get to the distasteful final chapter, they may skip it. In the meantime, such as it is, the argument will sustain itself by reference to human realities that anyone might be able to know, whether he is “religious” or not.


But I was speaking of my motives. Another motive for writing this book is the desire for a certain kind of beauty, the beauty of understanding. I want to possess the beauty of the wisdom of love. I want to net that magical bird. No one seems to know where she lives. The hunter sets out on his pursuit from a world so uninterested in finding her that shops sell Valentine’s Day greeting cards featuring photographs of buttocks with coarse sayings sprayed across them in red paint. Someone might say that no one should write a book until he is in full possession of the quarry he seeks, but in that case no one should write a book, because in this life knowledge comes little by little. I don’t say I have netted my beautiful bird and compelled her to tell me all, but no one can ardently pursue her without catching a few glimpses and passing sparkles of her loveliness. Otherwise, who would have the heart to continue the hunt? Whoever has a little lore must share it with his fellow hunters.


The final motive for writing such a book is that my eyes are so full of the pain I see around me that if I did not have the relief of writing, they would be full of tears instead. Errors about sex cause such terrible suffering, in our day more than in most. The worst is the suffering of those who no longer know they are in torment, for it is simply a lie that everyone is happy who believes himself happy, a slander that nobody is suffering unless he thinks that he is. I would wish these sufferers joy, but if by writing the book I could do no more than dip the end of my finger in water to cool their tongues, then that would be wish enough.


For whom have I written? For my own generation; for the generation just coming into its power; and for the generation just coming over the horizon. For my own generation, which invented the sexual revolution, the train may seem to have left the station. We treated our friends, our spouses, and our children dreadfully, especially our children. That hurt is irrevocably done. It is too late to repair everything, but it is not too late to repair something, and it is never too late to repent. (Is that another religious reference, a breach of authorial promise? But surely an atheist could be sorry for something, even if he didn’t know to whom he should be sorry.) To return to the thread, there is a partnership among the generations, however we may dishonor that partnership. Perhaps we can do better with our children’s children than most of us did with our own.


For the generation coming into its power, I would wish the ability not to compound the mistakes that mine has made, and perhaps even the ability to discern some of those mistakes for what they are. One might think the second wish is easy. To recognize the mistakes of the previous generation, one only needs to keep one’s eyes open. In a sense, yes. The light is certainly bright enough. The problem is that it is almost too bright; it is hard to keep one’s eyes open in the glare. One suffers an overwhelming temptation to look away from those scorching desert scenes and gaze at mirages instead. There is even a certain tendency to punish those who do try to see. A case in point: At the dawn of the sexual revolution, social scientists produced statistical studies purporting to show that children are better off when quarreling parents divorce, that broken homes are just as functional as intact ones, and that cohabitation has no influence on the stability of a subsequent marriage. As anyone conversant with the field now knows, newer and more careful studies show all that to be wildly false. A young, untenured family sociologist whom I know used to circulate the results of these new studies secretly among other scholars. But he asked me and his other friends never to mention his name. Why? Because calling the mirage a mirage is a good way to end a career.


For the generation coming over the horizon, I wish ease from their burdens, for unfortunately, the errors of my generation and the one after it have already been compounded. I used to lead my students through an exercise that parallels the argument of Aristotle’s classic work, the Nicomachean Ethics. Like him, I asked, “What is happiness?” Like his, my students used to give answers like “pleasure,” “friendship,” and “success.” Like him, I encouraged them to scrutinize each of these common answers more deeply. In recent years, however, the exercise has started to fail. The last time I asked my students, “What is happiness?” the first half-dozen all gave variations on the answer, “freedom from pain and suffering.” The negative element so filled their eyes that they were completely unable to suggest anything positive that happiness might mean.


My guess is that my students have lived all their young lives in pursuit of pleasure—as the young generally do—but with less restraint from our crumbling conventions than the young have lived their lives in previous generations. Consequently, even at this tender age, they have begun to experience the hedonistic paradox, which usually kicks in much later. He who makes pleasure the object of his life eventually finds that it evaporates; he who fails to distinguish between good and bad pleasures ends in misery. Although my students don’t formulate the paradox explicitly, they feel it in their bones.


On the far side of the paradox lies the insight that pleasure comes as a by-product of pursuing what is good in itself. Alas, few of my students get to the far side. Their parents, friends, and teachers, led on by the mighty enchanters of culture, blare in their ears that pleasure simply is the good in itself. Consequently, their first cheerful idea, that happiness is pleasure, suffers a dark transmutation into the equally naïve, but morbid idea, that happiness is just absence of pain. And that is what they say in my classroom. Not many of them look happy. Each year they have less sense of humor. They show all the signs of exhaustion. Though they have never heard of Schopenhauer, they are intuitive Schopenhauerians. Although they may say things like “I am having an awesome life!”—as one of them did—they grow weary in the midst of excitements.


Still thinking of the same generation, a related reason for writing the book is that it is dangerous to say much about these things in the classroom, and safer to say them in a book—which, on a lark, a few refugees from the classroom may even read. Writing a book is risky too, but the medium of print is somewhat cooler. Of course, sometimes when I speak about these things in the classroom, nothing happens. But sometimes something does. Some students may cry. Others may rage. A few like to bait their professor, which I wouldn’t mind if it were just a game—teachers need a sense of humor, too. But campuses have speech codes these days, whether admitted or not, and one does not relish the prospect of being brought up on charges before the thought police. If you think there could be no danger in answering a simple question from a student, think again!


Since I knew what I wanted to say in this book, since its argument is not particularly dense, and since I have some experience putting words together, the book should have been easy to write. Two things have made it surprisingly difficult. The first is that it is harder to write about what is obvious but unrecognized than about what is really obscure. The second is that when everything is topsy-turvy and confused, it is hard to know where to begin.


One of the two friends and editors who urged me to write the book suggested that I take the article that is now chapter two and “just add water.”2 He didn’t mean that I should dilute it. What he really meant, to change the metaphor, was that I should remove its screws and fasteners, break it apart into sections, and puff up each section into a separate chapter. Unfortunately, the self-contained design of chapter two does not lend itself to this procedure, and besides, the chapter’s topic was only one of many topics that I wanted to explore.


For this reason, I have followed a different path. I have taken inventory of the biggest of those topsy-turvy things, those things the topsy-turviness of which make the path to the beauty I was speaking of most difficult to follow. To each, one chapter is devoted. The result is not complete. But I have not aspired to completeness. Sometimes, less is more.


One more thing. This book is about the meaning of the human realities related to sex, not about the bitter objections some make to these meanings. Some years ago, during the question and answer period following an invited public lecture I gave someplace or other, the young man who headed one of the local student activist groups stood and haughtily took me to task for what I had said in my talk about Hot Button Issue Q. The amusing thing about the incident is that I had uttered scarcely a word in my talk about Q. I had merely devoted a sentence to the meaning of an obscure statement that someone else had once made about Q. No matter. For him, it seemed, the reasons for coming to a lecture had nothing to do with listening to what the speaker had to say. They were all about what he wanted to say, which was all about his anger and self-importance.


There is a time to speak of the things that the young man harangued me about, but for the purposes of this book, they would merely be distractions. If anyone wants to work out the further implications of the premises that I develop here only in part, he is free to do so, but he will be on his own.


Looking out over the sexual landscape of our time I see a terrain of unutterable sweetness, despoiled by unmentionable pain. Yet who knows? Perhaps it is not too late to redeem the unutterable sweetness. Shall we try to find out?










2 The Meaning of the Sexual Powers




There you will show me


That which my soul desired;


And there You will give at once,


O You, my life!


That which You gave me the other day.


—John of the Cross, Spiritual Canticle





Midnight. Shelly is getting herself drunk so that she can bring herself to go home with the strange man seated next to her at the bar. One o’clock. Steven is busy downloading pornographic images of children from internet bulletin boards. Two o’clock. Marjorie, who used to spend every Friday night in bed with a different man, has been bingeing and purging since eleven. Three o’clock. Pablo stares through the darkness at his ceiling, wondering how to convince his girlfriend to have an abortion. Four o’clock. After partying all night, Jesse takes another man home, not mentioning that he tests positive for an incurable STD. Five o’clock. Lisa is in the bathroom, cutting herself delicately but compulsively with a razor. She isn’t trying to kill herself. She doesn’t understand why she does it. She does it often.
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