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Ethics as an Art of Living





Sexual ethics—how people use sexuality in constructing an art of living for themselves—has become one of the central issues for ethics today.  Why this has become so is a complicated historical question for western societies, and is reflected in the emergence of the concept of sexual rights in activism in local, national, and international human rights arenas. Absent moral hegemony, this also becomes a  political question in the encounter of individual lifestyles and cultures within and between societies.  Through this historical and political context the ethico-aesthetic character of sexuality can be defined.  After a brief theoretical discussion of sexuality as an ethico-aesthetic concern, I will turn to three contemporary examples to contextualize a conception of the use of sexuality as an aspect of one’s art of living—which I believe to be a progressive one in the current political climate.  Lastly, I will make some comments on what the examples and conceptualization of sexuality suggest for the politics of sexuality.


Thinking about sexuality in terms of its “use” comes from Foucault’s volumes on ancient Greek sexual ethics.  (Foucault, 1985, 1986)  For Foucault, in ancient Greece law and morality were not the primary factors controlling sexual conduct, but rather sexuality was, at least for the writers whose records we have, primarily a matter for personal ethics, for those individuals who are able to “care about” or “take care of” their own selves.  The ethical notion of a care of the self, I argue, involves turning mere life—biological survival—into an art of living by means of accouterments of social existence such as creating a life narrative for oneself, gaining social recognition and hence civil status, and developing a capacity for exercising power that is in a broad sense political..  (There is a growing contemporary literature on this, but see especially Curthoys, Kekes, and Rutherford for “everyday practices” constitutive of an art of living.)  How sexual pleasure is used to create an art of living, which may be enjoyed both by oneself and in relations with others, is a way to conceive sexual ethics and the place it occupies in modern societies.  It is through crafting an art of living for themselves that individuals adapt the sometimes overlapping or contradictory moral precepts that are proffered to them by their social environment.  And it is through crafting an art of living that individuals may also engage the legal system.  But neither the law nor morality, as forms of collective power, fully determine how individuals are going to live within their strictures.  Hence, the need to rely on a category, different from power exercised through might or right, but a category of agency created relationally according to aesthetic criteria. 


“Use” in the sense I mean is how people can develop their web of social relations and hence craft a life through sexuality.  Thinking about sexuality through its use—the manner in which erotic pleasure is cultivated individually or in relations with others—is important since it suggests that sexuality is not a natural drive but is, instead, an option people have in their relations with each other.  The contemporary categories through which to conceive of the use of sexuality are somewhat different from Foucault’s ancient ones.  The use of sexuality today suggests sexual practices—the kinds of acts that achieve erotic pleasure (how sexual is distinguished from nonsexual—in sexual abuse and harassment discourse, but also what is called sexual technique).  The use of sexuality today may also refer to the circumstances under which sexual relations occur: when, where, and with whom one engages in sexual expression.  Finally, the concept of using sexuality as a component of one’s art of living may involve the share of the totality of one’s life activities it occupies, its role in constituting a self through relations with others.  (For example, to take the extremes, if one is abstinent or celibate, sexual relations could play no role at all in one’s art of living; or one could be characterized in contemporary terms as having a sexual addiction, where sexuality supposedly consumes one’s entire way of living.)


Of course, not everyone has the socio-economic, political, and cultural opportunities to create an art of living for themselves rather than merely subsist.  When people—and particularly women—are not able to separate the pleasures of sexuality from the reproductive process and where sexuality is embedded in gender roles, or where there is no conception of sexual well-being apart from gender and from sex as bodily attributes in the service of reproduction, the possibility of using sexuality to create an art of living is extremely limited.  At the same time, however, there are many cultural contexts in which sex, gender, and sexuality are either not differentiated from each other or are tightly linked together (biological sex implying social gender that are then predictive of sexual behavior), but where sexuality—understood as erotic pleasure—is cultivated for its own sake.  What seems to be of relevance for politics is how people exercise agency through their sex, gender, and sexuality.  Then the politics of sexuality might concern itself with making these opportunities available to people, through the conceptual and practical de-linking of sex, gender, and sexuality.  One finds this kind of politics of sexuality in many contemporary transgender narratives and also in movements for sexual rights and for access to the means of sexual health and welfare (Wilchins, Miller, and Singer).  This de-linking or discontinuity between sex, gender, and sexuality is often theorized through the rubric of “queer theory,” but it reflects the politics of sexuality historically wrought by feminist and sexual-minority or LGBTI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex) activism. 





II.  Sexuality’s Use in One’s Art of Living 


	Let’s analyze a bit how sexual ethics may be conceived aesthetically.  First, the giving and receiving of sexual pleasure as something that has aesthetic value distinct from reproductive function and gender is historically and culturally constructed.  To the extent individual sexual expression and sexual relations have no other goal than themselves, i.e., are more than mere life—the physical act of reproduction or socio-culturally constructed roles supposedly based on this act or, as in third-sex theory, an exception to this act—sexuality can become the enhancement of life as art.  Reproductive freedom in both of its senses—freeing sexual activity from reproductive consequences but also freeing reproduction from requiring sexual activity—as well as progress in sexual health create the technological conditions for this, while feminist and sexual minority movements create its cultural conditions.  As Alexander Nehamas commented (by way of the ancient Greek example of Foucault), the use of sexual pleasure with the aim of satisfaction (rather than either denial or excess) may have as its effect serious and concerted practices of how individuals should regulate themselves and relate to others, what Nehamas terms “self-government.”  (Nehamas, 179)


Second, if sexual pleasure is a question of aesthetics or a taste for pleasure (rather than simply a natural drive or the “effect” of social relations of gender), the possibility of sexual relations constantly exposes people to the incommensurability between their own personal taste and that of another.  Conceiving sexuality this way suggests that aesthetic taste arising from creative agency resulting in pluralism—creative agonistic engagement with the other, rather than a morality arising from practical reason implying a universal morality of  “love” or the primacy of family-like relations of “intimacy” gives sexual relations their value.  People make living into an art, a life project or narrative, through sexual relations with others by means of pleasures negotiated on the basis of incommensurability among those who are doing the negotiating.  (Indeed, erotic meanings themselves are not just “there”—pleasure is not just in bodies, but in the meaning of bodies and body parts as they have been constructed through personal and cultural histories—so what constitutes erotic pleasure is negotiated.)  This incommensurability forming the basis of negotiation among partners means that there is no reason to remain in an erotic relationship other than the quality of the relationship itself, and partners may opt out at will.  This has been characterized as “the pure relationship” by Anthony Giddens and the “democratization of relationships” by Jeffrey Weeks.  (Giddens; Weeks, 1999)  But if what is mutual is totally negotiable based upon aesthetic taste for sexual pleasure, what will replace the universal values of a belief in a natural attraction, or romantic love, or familial duty, or a psychic need for “intimacy” that formerly held people together in sexual relations?  The answer appears to be nothing (at least when individuals can have relative socio-economic independence from each other), except the aesthetic capacity for giving each other pleasure.


The need for constant innovation within the sexual relationship to make sex “hot” suggests a different kind of ethic than one of romance or duty: in a sexual “scene” care for the other is integrated into care for the self, and when innovation ceases, the relationship ends (or the sexual component of it does) or the relationship itself morphs into a different one (such as a nonsexual friendship, a platonic or sexually-unhappy marriage, although it can always morph back into a sexual relationship.)   Here, I think, it can be demonstrated that an ethic of what Gert Hekma terms the “cultivation of sexuality” implies more than individualistic hedonism.  (Hekma, 2002)  Rather the cultivation of sexuality involves openness to the pleasure of the other, incorporation of the pleasure of the other into one’s own pleasure.  This openness in the face of incommensurability of the other also involves openness to new understandings of one’s own capacities for pleasure resulting in a general porousness and instability of personal identity and the interpersonal relations that one is willing to enter as an exercise of one’s agency based on an albeit provisional identity.  In an important sense for contemporary life, personal identity and agency grow out of how one configures sex, gender, and sexuality for oneself, hence the significance of sexual ethics (whether this is attributable to the “sexualization” of society, sexual “commodification,” or the centrality of what happens in “intimate life” for broader social transformation).  And the relationships with others predicated on one configuration may not fit when this configuration changes over one’s lifecourse, or these relationships may have to be radically transformed to fit another configuration of one’s sex, gender, and sexuality.  So to the extent people cannot depend solely on so-called intimate relationships for continued sexual pleasure, the sexual choices that people cherish give opportunities both for new kinds of kinship relationships and for sexual pleasure without “intimacy.”  What does this imply for sexual politics, for the institutional conditions or infrastructure that can enable people to use sexuality in creating a story of themselves according to aesthetic criteria, of turning mere living into a life project that, to varying degrees, can be shared with others in sexual and nonsexual ways?





III.  Examples of the Use of Sexuality in One’s Art of Living


If all of this has seemed a bit abstract so far,  let me draw upon several examples to elaborate these ideas about how people use sexual relations to create an art of living that has broader political implications for the sexual structuring of society.   In the U. S. television series “Sex and the City,” over the past five years four thirtysomething heterosexual female friends living in New York City acknowledge (in the first episode) that they are going to live their lives, sexually, the way men do by having commitmentless sex.  Each episode involves a theme, such as sexual hypocrisy (learned by dating a politician), how they understand their heterosexuality (through one’s being set up on a blind date with a woman by a male colleague who assumes she is a lesbian since she is a successful single woman), inter-class dating, the awkwardness of spending time with a couple when one member of the couple makes a pass at you, and the joys of having sex with voracious younger men.  The lead character, a self-defined “sexual anthropologist” who writes a column for a local newspaper titled “Sex and the City” even has a male fuckbuddy.  What has been interesting about the series, now in its last season, is the lack of a need among these professional women to settle down with men, even while their “biological clocks” are ticking.  Each woman seems more concerned about crafting a way of life for herself, according to the values she shares with her peers—symbolized in the other three girlfriends—and subordinating the conventional morality for women of dating as a prelude to marriage, and childrearing, to what suits her at any moment of her life trajectory.


Although these women explicitly said they were living the way men exercise agency through their sexuality, I always thought that their lives were closely modeled on another historical (not fictional as they are) figure.  This figure is the gay male who immigrated to (or remained in) metropolitan centers for a life of sexual freedom.  This freedom was able to support the public sexual infrastructure (bars, bathhouses, cruising areas, sex clubs, sexual-social networks) of the 1970s that, in the U.S., abated in the 1980s until the mid 1990s due to the AIDS epidemic, and is now reemerging fitfully amidst the sexually more defused public discourse of gay dating and marriage.  What would be interesting about these sexual-aesthetic phenomena, one fictional and one historical, for the perspective of a radical sexual politics, is whether these arts of living can be sustained.  To give the mode of existence a name, the question would be whether the “sexual single person” can find a place in contemporary society, and the political task would be to foster the cultural and socio-economic conditions that enable this art of living to exist and identify the conditions that disallow it.  The negative characterizations, the bitter old queen (furtively seeking sex, if at all), the unmarried female who, when post- menopausal, supposedly has no sex drive, were debunked by gay liberation and feminism years ago.  Yet, we see few cultural manifestations—at least in the mass media—of  the “mature” sexual single person, which is to say, one who is not looking for his or her other half in every sexual encounter, who is as happy not to be in a couple relationship as to be in one, and who has a capacity for rich and diversified sexual relations. 


A second contemporary example wherein we can view sexual ethics as an art of living is in transgender narratives of sexual relationships.  These narratives show the social construction of the categories of sex, gender, sexuality, and how a life may be crafted through choice of them.  For example, ftm Patrick Califia-Rice (formerly Pat Califia and now Patrick Califia) wrote about living with his transman boyfriend who was inseminated (using gay male donors) and gave birth while on a vacation from testosterone.  (Califia-Rice, 2000)  Patrick had not had chest surgery, but planned to in order to better pass as male.  His self-described sexuality—“my boyfriend”—obviously troubles the concept of lesbian sexual orientation (Califia identified for many years as a lesbian(primarily)-feminist S/M top).  In other similar narratives, the subject may identify as a transman but has sex with gay men (understood as biological men whose primary erotic object choice is other men).  What is significant about contemporary transgender narratives for a radical politics of sexuality is that sexual orientation relies on the concept of gender to make sense and transgender troubles the notion of gender.  What does it mean to say that one sexually desires—is habitually oriented toward—someone of the same gender if this gender turns out to have anatomical features that correspond to the opposite gender or to both genders (as with a transman who has had top surgery, takes testosterone to stimulate the growth of facial hair, deepen the voice, and develop musclature, and has a vagina?).  Politically, this means that although people should not be discriminated against based on the gender expression of who they choose as sexual partners, sexual orientation loses its ontological significance for what sexuality means—in psychoanalytic language, sexual aim (regarding acts) trumps sexual object-choice (regarding sexed or gendered types of persons).  This politics of sexuality emphasizes how people exercise agency through their choice of sex, gender, and sexuality, and seeks to create socio-economic and political conditions so that people can so choose.


My third example of the use of sexuality in one’s art of living comes from a political science colleague of mine, Anna Marie Smith.  She reports on the household of Cid, a ftm, whose girlfriend is a professional dominatrix.  They live in a collective household whose members are male, female, transgender and in transition.  “They have formed a pact that allows them to freely explore erotic relationships—not only with each other, but with clients, tricks, flings, fuckbuddies and lovers outside the household as well.  When feelings of jealousy come up, they are discussed openly.  Primary attachments within the household membership have formed but none of them are exclusive.  The word that they use to describe their arrangement is ‘polyamorous’.” (Smith, 2)  Now, Anna Marie Smith believes that nonmonogamy itself is not necessarily a vanguard or revolutionary position, but that this household raises important issues for politics.  Aside from libertarian concerns such as the limits to state intervention in the sex trade business and the individual’s right to determine their legal sex, Smith argues, what if a member of the household decided to have a child—how would a radical or queer politics of sexuality respond?  According to Smith, “the parent—and the collective household as a whole—would need both protection from the state as well as public support.  We should be concerned . . . that the parent would not lose custody of the child if a local children’s service agency decided that the moral conditions in the home were ‘unwholesome.’  But we should also be interested in making sure that the household receives paid maternity leave, adequate health care services, subsidized child-care and access to good public schools” and protection from hatred when the child is a student in that school, for example.  


Smith goes on to argue that the reforms of the moderate wing of the gay movement—proponents of same-sex marriage—would do nothing to advance the rights of Cid and his household.  And the social science literature shows that lesbians and gay men singly or in couples raising children have had to be overly concerned about the “morality” of their households, often because of the claims that children will not have two traditionally-gendered role models while growing up and because of the stereotype of homosexuals as pedophiles—especially when gay men are doing the parenting.  (See Weeks, Heaphy, and Donovan, 163).  What’s at stake in the example I have drawn from Smith is, first, whether the relationships of people that grow out of their sexual expression  (nonexclusive, of differing kinds and with varying intensities, and involving sex for pay) should receive the same governmental support as is given to those in the heteronormative model.  Secondly, in this example where an explicit recognition is given that people should be free to explore erotic relationships (whether they do or not) and that this may strengthen their network of relationships, what’s at stake is how to argue that children may be raised in an environment where sexuality is a personal and collective good and not sheltered from awareness of this (and argument which has implications, of course, for both education and the sexual rights of children).





IV.  Conclusions


	I think these examples of using sexuality in one’s repertoire of arts of living raise many issues for a radical politics of sexuality; let me mention just three.  The first one is that of agency.  The political analysis of sexuality needs to look at how the links amongst sex, gender, and sexuality have been legislated, grounded in various discourses that conflate them, and look for the conditions that enable or deter individuals in their choice of how to live their sex, gender and sexuality.  The effects on agency conceived as an individual’s choice of sex, gender, and sexuality might be a way to evaluate both public policy as well as the programs of social movements.


	A second issue.  Gay liberation created an infrastructure so that today, people in their twenties and thirties may come out—live publicly as gay or lesbian—and to find sexual partners on this basis.  But (and in part due to the death of a generation of gay men) this has not been enough—and the issue is larger than the gay male or even the  “mainstream” sexual culture being “youth oriented.”  To the extent that this infrastructure serves the purpose of people finding “their other halves” and then perhaps domestic bliss—defining their sexuality through serial monogamy, the motivating problems for gay liberation are only partly solved.  A reframing of gay and sexual liberationist discourse may involve questioning the seemingly absolute value given to “intimacy” in many vernacular (especially therapeutic) and academic discourses about sexual culture and to inquiring into the conditions for a sexual culture where people can weave sexuality into the fabric of their relationships and use it throughout the life course as part of their art of living.


	Thirdly, LGBTI movements have created a “platform” or floor, of sexual orientation—and now gender identity—nondiscrimination legal protection that has been indispensable for people to come out, that is, to exercise agency, and that challenges heteronormativity through diversity in how they sexualize their bodies, through their gender expression, and through erotic practices. But as Cid’s household shows, beyond the legal platform, the question remains:  how can people use their sexuality to expand the kinds of relationships they have, and on this basis, get the social agencies of regulation and support—in the expansive sense of governance having both public and private components—to help them manage these new forms of kinship as part of the political project of equality?  


Taking sexuality as a value in itself for individuals crafting an art of living for themselves suggests that the care people give to each other and the demands for equality (in socio-cultural and governmental recognition) with relationships based on marriage and biological kinship need not take those latter relationships as their form to make these claims.  The language of domestic partnerships, civil unions, PACS, and informal relationships among the elderly and nonheterosexuals (one’s circles of exlovers and their lovers, healthcare buddies, and friends—who are more important among nonheterosexuals, for example) offer models for recognition and can be used to create an  ad hoc legal patchwork or tapestry without replicating marriage.  For the purpose of childrearing or adult dependency, some activists and legal scholars, such as Smith, have proposed a “universal caregiver’s benefit” that would govern caregiver-dependent relationships, without modeling care on biological reproduction, but on the specifics of the relationship of care itself.


	Ultimately, these political implications suggest a notion of social justice conceived as relational: partners to relationships deserve social support in order to recognize the claims they make on each other based on their difference, negotiate those claims, and manage their relations so that the partners to them can equally exercise agency (or in the case of children, lead them toward equality).  In all cases, relational justice (to borrow a concept from feminist legal theory) asks: how do relations justify themselves?  Sexual relationships seem no longer able to justify themselves through a natural attraction, sexed or gendered dichotomies, or traditional constructs of intimacy.  So perhaps this is the problem for the politics of sexuality, or sexual social justice:  how do sexual relations justify themselves such that through them, people make themselves intelligible through a life narrative, gain recognition of others, and develop a stake in political rule, for example—what I have called sexuality’s use in an art of living?
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