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Abstract 

 

This paper examines sexual ethics through the framework of Ken Wilber’s Integral Theory. 

Using subjective, objective, intersubjective, and systemic approaches to the topic, I outline an 

Integral stance on human sexuality and relationship, including such divisive issues as gay 

marriage and abortion. Overall, I seek to remedy the excesses of postmodern relativism, by 

reintroducing moral standards which can be broadly applied. By reviving the best of traditional 

morality, while allowing room for diverse manifestations of central principles, we can avoid the 

excesses of postmodern relativistic approaches to sexuality. I also emphasize the moment of 

personal enactment of Goodness as the locus of individual morality. When we choose to do what 

we consider to be the “right thing,” we polarize our consciousness toward Good.  

Keywords: sexuality, Integral Theory, ethics, morality, sexual ethics 
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Introduction 

 Being good means doing the right thing. I can hear a thousand objections flaring up in 

reaction to that statement: What do you mean by good? How can you know what is right? Where 

is your evidence? My stance is that ultimately only I know if I have done my best. As I move 

through life, I am presented with opportunities to polarize my consciousness toward enacting 

Good. I have chances to follow through on my moral intuitions or to disregard and rationalize 

my way out of them, as I will attempt to show in this paper. Moral intuition is highly personal, 

yet surprisingly consistent between individuals, not only in objective content, but in 

phenomenological experience as well. That is, not only do we find similar sorts of things to be 

wrong, but we sense they are wrong in similar ways. Our moral intuition is conditioned by our 

emotions and our somatic experiences, while our mechanisms of meaning making (or un-

making) are largely rational. Intuition and reason work together to inform our actions in the 

world. Intuition helps us aim, reason helps us fire.  

 While we can learn to listen to our moral intuition and we can practice following through 

on right action, some domains are more morally difficult than others. It seems that we know the 

right thing to do most of the time, but sometimes we choose not to do it. For example, we would 

probably agree that polluting the environment is a bad thing. It does not require a high level of 

cognition to know this. A child could see a photo of factories spewing smoke into a blue sky and 

have a sense that something is wrong. In this case, reason would help us quantify the wrongness 

of pollution and reconfigure our systems of production to avoid polluting, however the basic 

moral intuition (BMI) is not contingent on reasoni. Yet, there are domains in which our BMI 

seems to go haywire. One of those domains is sex. 
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 When sex comes into play, it becomes difficult to trust the somatic and emotional 

markers that comprise moral intuition. It is as if we have our trusty compass guiding us North 

and suddenly a magnet comes in and the needle starts spinning. Sexual excitation seems to 

confuse the very machinery at the basis of our moral intuition; studies show that increased sexual 

arousal is analogous to alcohol in creating a sort of tunnel-vision, where the goal of having sex 

surpasses all other goals, including ethics and disease or pregnancy prevention (Ariely & 

Loewenstein, 2006, p. 95; Ditto, Pizarro, Epstein, Jacobsen, & MacDonald, 2006, p. 109). One 

result of this is that although we generally agree on broad ethical statements (stealing is wrong, 

environmental destruction is wrong), we disagree on the particulars (Is taxation theft? How much 

pollution is permissible?). When it comes to sex we do not agree on many of the basics. Today it 

seems that most discourse on sex is scientific, in the mode of disease prevention or drug 

development (e.g. Viagra), or religious, in debates on gay marriage or abortion. Sexual ethics in 

secular culture generally boils down to consent and the ethical question, “What should we do?” 

is often left out of either scientific or purely experiential studies. Once consent is settled, we have 

little guidance on what we ought to do regarding sex. At a recent workshop, I asked the group 

how they felt about the word “should”. The resounding sense was one of resentment and 

discomfort. Given our history of strict “shoulds” regarding sex, I anticipate some resistance to 

the idea of reintroducing anything resembling traditional mores. A multi-perspectival approach 

may help to soften the edges of the much needed progressive “Thou shalts” that I will outline in 

this paper. 

 Starting with the foundations of ethical intuitionism in moral philosophy, psychology, 

theology, and biology, I will explore how we interpret and enact our moral intuition, making a 

case for the moment of choice as locus of Goodness in individuals. Finally, I will apply these 
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findings to sexuality, examining why sex is ethically problematic, personally and collectively, 

and envision an Integral approach to sexual ethics. 

Let’s Talk About Sex 

Let's tell it how it is, and how it could be 
How it was, and of course, how it should be 

- Salt-N-Pepa, “Let’s Talk About Sex” 

 

 For an act that is reputed to feel good and bring us closer together, sex is awfully 

controversial. The pleasures and pains of sexuality have been fodder for millennia of artistic 

expression and the raw materials of social engineering. Our sex drive is at once something that 

can be used to control us as well as a point of liberation. This is the essence of agency and 

communion of sexuality in Integral Theory, which will be explored in this paper. Sex is an 

important topic not only because it is so often at the forefront of politics and media in 

contemporary society, but also because it has a long history of producing some of humanity’s 

most beautiful and most ugly behaviors. 

 Religions the world over have recognized that our sexuality has tremendous influence on 

our behavior and psyche (Parrinder, 1996, p. 1). Sex has generally garnered substantial attention, 

either to refine and spiritualize its practice as in tantric traditions, or, more commonly, to subdue 

and transmute the drive into another form of energy as in celibate traditions. While these strict 

practices were generally recommended for clergy and monastics, the idea that sex is something 

to be overcome trickled down to the laity, particularly in the West. Over the centuries, sex was 

civilized into the marital bond and family life. Each tradition has its own rules regarding 

marriage but virtually every culture shares this custom some form (Wright, 1994, p. 57). 
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 Despite our best efforts to reign in sexual desire in the name of higher goals, sex seems to 

seep out the seams of propriety. From Bible thumping preachers, to the president of the United 

States, people throughout history have quite literally been caught with their pants down. There 

seem to be moments when something overwhelms our cultural training and sex bursts through, 

convention be damned. From a developmental perspective, we might say that this is a pre-

conventional expression of sex; the transgressor has yet to integrate the rules of society or has 

temporarily rejected them. 

 Conversely, societal entrainment may be so thorough as to stifle our sexual expression 

entirely. Passionless marriages, “frigidity,” and a preference for visual stimulation (i.e. 

pornography) to flesh-and-blood connection are all symptoms of this issue. Thinkers from Freud 

to Foucault have theorized that the social repression of sexuality leads to distortions in the 

personality. These can be seen as pathological consequences of an overly rigid conventional 

sexual development. Despite (or perhaps, because of) our efforts at control, sex is big business 

around the world, whether we measure the transactions in dollars or dowries. Marxists and 

feminists have explored the economics of sex.  

 Both physically and emotionally, sex is a negotiation between tension and release. We 

feel this negotiation in ourselves and society, as we follow the cultural rules and sanctioned 

forms of sex and relationship while trying not to stifle the changing flow of desire. To hold the 

often paradoxical viewpoints that arise in the field of sexuality, I will utilize Integral Theory to 

examine sexual ethics from multiple perspectives. 
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Integral Ethics 

 Integral Theory represents a lineage of theoretical frameworks attempting to bridge the 

sometimes disparate disciplines of art, science, religion, and politics (all broadly defined), which 

applies an evolutionary framework to individual and cultural development. These efforts were 

pioneered by Teilhard de Chardin, Jean Gebser, Sri Aurobindo, Pitirim  Sorokin, William James, 

Rudolph Steiner, Abraham Maslow, and Jürgen Habermas, among others (Esbjörn-Hargens, 

Forman, & Zeitler, 2010). Currently, Integral is dominated by philosopher Ken Wilber and the 

writers and practitioners that have drawn on his body of work. Wilber’s particular rendition of 

integralism is also referred to as AQAL (originally “all quadrants, all levels” and later expanded 

to include “all lines, all states, all types”). This framework centers on a quadrant model (Figure 

1), which I will be utilizing in this paper.  

 

Figure 1: Wilber’s Four Quadrant Model 
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 The domains of AQAL correlate to Plato’s descriptions of the Beautiful (1st person), the 

Good (2nd person), and the True (3rd person) (Figure 2). As integralists, we conceive of these 

perspectives as simultaneously unfolding in each moment as the universe itself.  

 

Figure 2: Beautiful (I), Good (You, We), & True (It, Its) 

 Although the AQAL framework has been highly influential in the development of this 

paper, my intention is to keep Integral jargon to a minimum, utilizing more accessible terms 

wherever possible (e.g., conventional rather than Amber).   

 A study of sexual ethics, while manifesting through the four quadrants, certainly is 

centered on questions of the Good. How should we treat each other? How should we behave? 

When it comes to sex, these questions are doubly interpersonal. How should we treat each other 

in our most intimate encounters? Integral research requires us to look at these questions through 

subjective, intersubjective, and objective lenses (Esbjörn-

Hargens, 2006). In this paper, we will examine sexuality 

through 3rd person lenses, such as science and sociology, as 

well as through a 1st person lens where I share my personal 

For an introduction to AQAL 
see “The Integral Operating 

System”  from Integral 
Institute at http://bit.ly/j69Pz. 
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story.  Finally, I include the 2nd person perspective by asking you to inquire into your own 

experience, as well as through interviews and ethnographic data. Although I am using methods 

and data from multiple domains of inquiry, here I am primarily concerned with the ethics of sex 

(2nd person, interpersonal) rather than the biological functioning (3rd person, objective) or 

personal experience of the act (1st person, subjective). As we proceed, it will become clear that 

these domains are ultimately indivisible, but functionally they can be made distinct for clarity.   

 One approach to Integral Ethics has been a growth to goodness model. Using the work of 

developmental psychologists like Susanne Cook-Greuter and Robert Kegan, Ken Wilber has 

outlined a trajectory of human development which proposes that ever-higher stages of 

consciousness may appear in the human family over time (Wilber, 2007, p. 5). Although Wilber 

has also proposed that different capacities may develop at different rates, resulting in separate 

lines of development (e.g., the mad scientist who is very intelligent, but morally corrupt), there is 

some debate in the field as to what constitutes a line (Forman, 2010, p. 73). What is clear, 

through both the theory and popular experience, is that, “The Darth Vader move is always 

possible”; we can always choose the Dark Side (Wilber, 2003, p. 109). In this paper, I will argue 

that the moment of choosing right or wrong is the locus of Goodness and that because 

culture guides these choices to a large degree, we ought to consider what values we are 

establishing as normative through our actions.   

1st Person Perspectives – My Story 

 In her 2008 book on sex research, Bonk, Mary Roach sought to dispel the notion that 

“people study sex because they are perverts” (2008, p. 12). The frequency with which she 

assured readers that this is not necessarily the case had me think it might be more of a personal 
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disclaimer than an actual fact. It may well be the case that Roach and others write books like 

Bonk because readers are perverts and sex sells, but I cannot help but think for every 

opportunistic sex researcher counting on the public’s prurient interests there are writers who are 

personally interested in their topic, which is probably not such a bad thing. I am interested in 

sexual ethics precisely because it has been a point of difficultly in my life.  

I think part of the problem of sexual ethics is that any authentic conversation on the topic 

leaves us vulnerable. As I set out to write this brief section, fears pop up: What if my parents 

read this? What if my boss finds out? This is the story of how I came to believe that transparency 

is the first step to relieving sexual suffering. My hope is that sharing my story will help you 

understand why I came to write this thesis and help create a culture in which we can all be more 

open about who we are sexually. I will include my own experiences where relevant throughout 

this paper, but first I will explain why I am interested in sexual ethics overall. 

 Ever since I was a child, I have felt confusion over sex. Raised by non-practicing 

Catholics, it was not until recently that I realized how closely my ideas on sex resembled the 

teachings of the Catholic Church. Growing up, I thought that sex should be saved for a person 

you at least thought you might marry. As I got older, I started having panic attacks during sexual 

encounters. Sometimes things would proceed without incident (alcohol helped), but often I 

would start to cry and convulse in a way that felt involuntary. I sought out less triggering sexual 

connections first by drinking and later through BDSM. In these encounters, I was in an altered 

state and did not have panic attacks, however I would feel tremendously guilty afterwards and 

vow never to do it again. As I attempted to engage in intimacy while sober, the panic attacks got 
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worse, taking on an infantile quality. To compensate, my coping mechanisms became more 

elaborate and intense, until I decided to find help.  

 I went to Sex & Love Addicts Anonymous (SLAA). Initially, I was horrified to learn that 

I might be a “sex addict,” but being around people with stories similar to mine was comforting; 

someone understood me. After a few months of meetings, I could not accept that, “I am Emily 

and I am a sex addict,” was central to who I was. I stopped attending SLAA. Then I learned of an 

organization called OneTaste whose work focused on sexuality. At their introductory workshop, 

I found that I could be completely open about my past behavior and my desire without being 

treated like a deviant or an oddity. OneTaste ran workshops on sex and relationship through a 

core group of  full time residents. I progressed through the workshops and decided to move into 

the community living center. 

 My time at OneTaste was transformative in every sense. I recognized how absolutely 

terrified I was of my body and how physically numb I was from the neck down. Through the 

practice of Orgasmic Meditation with my devoted partner (now fiancé) Andy, I was able to 

release a lifetime of terror and tension, finally gaining the ability to stay present in my own skin 

and actually feel pleasurable sensation. The panic attacks stopped, the need for violence in my 

sexual encounters stopped, my acting out stopped entirely. For the first time in my life I could 

physically feel good, which highlighted how badly I had felt without even knowing it. Expanding 

my ability to actually feel helped me differentiate between pleasant and unpleasant sensations, 

whereas before I had simply sought intensity so I could feel anything at all. 

 My experience at OneTaste showed me the transformative power of sexuality, as well as 

the difficulties of even discussing sex openly in public. Now I would like to bring relief to other 
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people who are suffering around their sexuality, but I know that it is difficult for many of us to 

even talk about sex in a general way. Talking about our personal experience and engaging in 

practices for transformation are exponentially more edgy. 

 Although my time at OneTaste transformed my personal relationship with sex, other 

experiences led me to this work as well. As a Peace Corps volunteer in the Republic of Georgia, 

I saw firsthand the effects of bride kidnapping, lack of reproductive healthcare, and extreme 

homophobia. As a foster home counselor in the San Francisco Bay Area, I worked with young 

people who had been raped and molested throughout their lives, some of whom were also 

struggling to raise their own children from within the foster care system. As a volunteer for 

ACCESS Women’s Reproductive Health Coalition, I am became with the obstacles women in 

California face in obtaining basic services such as contraception, sexually transmitted infection 

(STI) treatment, and abortion. All of these experiences have brought me to see sexual suffering 

as a major problem in the world. However, my personal story shows that these issues can be 

overcome.ii 

Cultural context. 

 Because I am using a first-person narrative to explore some of these issues, I believe it is 

important to share my cultural context. I have lived most of my life in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, spending time in sex-positive communities as well as the spiritual-academic milieu at John 

F. Kennedy University. In these contexts I am faced with the shadows of modern and 

postmodern worldviews more often than traditional worldviews. This study leans toward solving 

the excesses of modernity and postmodernity rather than traditionalism, although I recognize 

that, especially regarding sexuality, rigid traditionalism causes many problems around the world. 
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An Integral approach could be applied to a specific traditionalist issue (e.g. child brides), but in 

my personal context, traditionalism is not as common.  

 That said, over the past year I have reconnected with the Catholic heritage of my family. 

Currently, I am planning a Catholic wedding, a very interesting and sometimes frustrating 

process. In this paper, I will often draw on Catholicism to represent traditional values, both 

because it what I am most familiar with and because of the Church’s continued rigidity on sexual 

issues. Throughout this paper I will be referring to “the West” in broad, historical terms, 

generally equating North American/European religious and cultural heritage with Christianity. I 

realize that this is not the most inclusive or even accurate approach, but it addresses the 

underlying cultural threads of contemporary American sexuality. 

 Finally, I cannot help but look at these issues as a 26 year-old white female, bringing 

particular attention to the topics that affect me most.  

Method. 

 Most of my research on sexual ethics is traditional, 3rd person review of literature. I 

attempt to synthesize the divergent perspectives on sexual ethics and using an Integral 

framework, create a plan of action. My bibliography is extensive and includes sources ranging 

from peer-reviewed scientific journals, to religious texts, to popular media (including 

pornography). By using a wide variety of sources, I hope to illustrate how sexual morality 

actually plays out in the world. In this spirit, I will be volunteering with ACCESS (mentioned 

above) and San Francisco Sex Information (SFSI).  
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 Structure. 

 The field of ethics is divided into three perspectives: metaethics, normative ethics, and 

applied ethics. Metaethics addresses how we determine goodness in the first place: What do we 

mean by “good”? Metaethics can be considered an objective or 3rd person orientation to ethics 

because it seeks to establish truth in ethical dialogue. Normative ethics asks what sorts of things 

are good and why: Is giving famine relief good? It can be considered an intersubjective or 2nd 

person orientation to ethics because it seeks to negotiate goodness between individuals and 

groups. Applied ethics addresses the particulars of performing right action in a given situation: 

How should we give famine relief? It can be considered a subjective or 1st person perspective on 

ethics because it concerns enacting ethical imperatives in the world (Forsberg, 2010; Miller, 

2003, p. 1).iii In this paper, I will first outline my metaethical orientation and assumptions. Next, 

I will look at sexuality through three normative lenses: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue 

ethics. Finally, I will use applied ethics to offer practical action based on my normative findings.  

Metaethics - Defining Goodness 

  Philosophical ethics, with its logic equations and abstract postulates, is a difficult field for 

the uninitiated. Below is my attempt to map metaethics (Figure 3) across the perspectives as Odd 

Inge Forsberg did with normative ethics (2010).  
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Figure 3: Trinity of Metaethics 

 Using this outline we can see that although these theories appear to contradict one 

another, they build upon one another by offering multiple lens for examining ethics. For 

example, an early school of non-cognitivism was pioneered by A.J. Ayer who noted that when 

we say, “Murder is wrong,” we are really saying something like, “Murder sucks!” (Miller, 2003, 

p. 26). Common experience tells us this is often true; we make moral judgments about things 

simply because we do not like them. However, we can go a level deeper and notice that we 

dislike certain things (like murder) because there are objective realities connected to them. A 

moral realist might suggest that we think, “Murder sucks!” because indiscriminate killing is not 

advantageous to our survival as a species, which we can deduce through observation; 

evolutionary psychology comes from a moral realist perspective in this sense (Miller, 2003, p. 

181; Railton & Wright, 2010; Wright, 1994, p. 190).  Yet, an ethical subjectivist might argue that 

these evolutionary facts are set in motion by a Divine observer who offers moral rules that 

1st Person 

Non-Cognitivism 

Goodness does not exist and 
morals are merely preferences. 

2nd Person 

Ethical Subjectivism 

Goodness exists 
because humans or God 
creates it. 

 

3rd Person 

Moral Realism 

Goodness exists 
independently of us 
and we can know it. 
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compel us to act or that natural facts are interpreted by cultures, which create their own standards 

of behavior (Miller, 2003, p. 36). Although I have chosen the simplest forms of the respective 

metaethical theories, it is clear that they align with the three main perspectives: I determine 

Goodness, You or We determine Goodness, or Goodness exists independently from our 

observation or opinion. 

  The field of philosophical metaethics has each of these perspectives pitted against each 

other in a race to out-reason the others for logical primacy. Ultimately, it may be difficult to say 

just one perspective is true, because they are all “true, but partial” (Wilber, 2010). Holding these 

metaethical theories in tandem can help us parse out our own biases, which we might consider 

our native metaethical orientation (Table 1). As with any typology, variations exist within these 

fields. For example, Theravadan Buddhism is likely more non-cognitivist than Mahayana 

Buddhism, however both are decidedly less ethically subjectivist than Christianity in general. 

Framing morality as typological orientation can help us hold divergent perspectives and notice 

where conflict arises. 
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Theory Orientation Related 
Philosophies 

Example 

Non-
Cognitivism 1st Person 

Buddhism 

Nihilism 

Postmodernism 

There is no Good “out there”. I project 

Goodness onto the world. Everyone will have 

different ideas of Goodness, none of which 

can be proved “correct”. 

Ethical 
Subjectivism 2nd Person 

Judaism 

Christianity 

Islam 

Goodness is determined by God or could be 

determined by an ideal person. We can learn 

to be more like this ideal person or to discern 

God’s Will. 

Moral Realism 3rd Person 
Taoism 

Scientism 

Goodness exists independently of humanity or 

divinity. We can discover what is objectively 

Good. 

Table 1 : Moral Typology: Metaethics. 

 This metaethical typology has various implications. For most people, metaethics work in 

an unconscious way.  Typical moral discourse is normative: Is abortion wrong? The follow up 

question, “Well, what do you mean by “wrong”?” brings us into metaethical territory. At this 

point someone might say, “This is just about semantics,” and they would probably be right. 

Metaethics is largely a study of semantics; what do we mean when we say something is Good 

(Miller, 2003, p. 2)? It is important to answer this question as a foundation for the study of 

sexual ethics so that you are aware of my biases (What do I mean by Good?) as well as your own 

biases (What do you mean by Good?).  

Metaethical orientation and action. 
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 I believe there is something real and true about Goodness and that we can know it. This 

places me in the moral realist category. Within moral realism, there is a subfield call non-

naturalism, pioneered by G.E. Moore, which holds that although Goodness is real and knowable, 

it is not reducible to “natural” properties (exteriors) which can be studied using the natural 

sciences (Miller, 2003, p. 10; Moral Non-Naturalism, 2008). Moore claimed that Goodness is 

apprehended through intuition upon observing a scene (as we might instantly know someone 

torturing a kitten is wrong); this school of ethics is called “Intuitionism”. I can confidently call 

myself an Intuitionist because  prior to researching metaethics I wrote two papers dealing with 

moral intuition (Baratta, forthcoming; Baratta, 2009). While I concluded in my research that 

people have a moral intuition that has shared phenomenological markers, this did not address the 

issue of follow through. Even if we know the right thing to do, we may not do it. This problem 

led John Mackie to conclude that any moral claim we make is unsupportable because we are not 

bound to act on it (Miller, 2003, p. 117). That is to say, if we truly knew Goodness in its full 

glory, we would necessarily enact it.  

 I disagree with Mackie’s stance; rather it is the conscious choice to do the right thing that 

constitutes Goodness in individuals.  Prior to individual enactment, Goodness is not objectively 

observable. This seems like a very Christian sort of stance; because we have free will, we are 

able to sin, to do wrong even though we know right (Catechism 1874). Bringing the locus of 

personal Goodness to the moment of enactment allows for more variety in the particular content 

of a Good act (dependent on level of development and cultural context, among other factors). 

The Good person does what he or she knows is right. But what makes someone follow through 

on their sense of right action? This brings us to theories of motivation. 
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 Metaethics is concerned with how a moral 

judgment relates to a moral action: What motivates 

us toward right action? Whether a moral belief is 

sufficient to motivate moral action is a major debate 

in metaethics (Miller, 2003, p. 217; Moral 

Motivation, 2006). Some philosophers assert that a moral belief alone insufficient to motivate 

action, a separate desire to do the right thing is required. It is a complicated debate, but one that 

centers on reason. I would like to introduce a developmental dimension which may clear things 

up a bit. 

Ethics and development. 

 Developmental psychologists recognize a progression of human growth which shows 

greater complexity of thought and self-sense over time. In the motivation debate, some 

metaethicists seem to be assuming at least a Formal Operational level of development, which 

includes the capacity to think about oneself and one’s own behavior, to have a conscious desire 

to “do the right thing,” rather than an unconscious drive to conform to the dominant morality of 

the society (Forman, 2010, p 125). Before Formal Operational capacities are developed, morality 

will be based on reward and punishment (i.e. behaving) or matching dominant cultural patterns 

without critical reflection (i.e. conforming). As long as individuals are merely behaving or 

conforming, it is meaningless to talk about their moral motivation as being a conscious 

process of any sort.  

 Applying a highly developed ethical standard to all people is, developmentally speaking, 

fruitless and unfair, though widespread in our society as Robert Kegan explores in In Over Our 

At the end of the day, is Goodness 

something real or do we impose it? 

 
Ultimately, can we know what is 

Good? How? 
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Heads (1994). Although I am assuming that individuals will be able to discern right action and 

then make a choice to enact it, I have also said that this is only possible at certain stages of 

development. From a metaethical perspective, I believe Goodness exists and that it is possible to 

discover it, not necessarily that everyone is able to discover it, and subsequently enact it. For this 

reason I will address the questions of knowing right action and doing right action as separate 

issues. At various stages of development we may focus on doing (getting children to behave) or 

knowing (developing capacities for discernment). Ideally, belief and behavior will begin to work 

in one motion (as some metaethicists claim is logically necessary), however, I suggest that this 

requires practice.  

This is consistent with a non-naturalist view that we can know Goodness (after a certain 

level of development), though Goodness is not reducible to quantifiable facts. Goodness is 

apprehended intersubjectively, as an intuition about a situation. We then have a subjective choice 

(again, after a certain level of development) as to how to react to the knowledge of Goodness, 

with potential for deliberately choosing to do the wrong thing, which I would call sin. That 

choice results in an objective, observable behavior, which we may evaluate for whatever 

qualities we value. These three perspectives on Goodness arise together and inform each other as 

they unfold. 

Mechanics of moral intuition. 

 Ken Wilber defines the Basic Moral Intuition (BMI) as an urge present at all stages of 

human growth to “protect and promote the greatest depth for the greatest span” (Wilber, 2000, p. 

640). Depth refers to complexity of consciousness: a human has more depth of consciousness 

than a dog, which has more depth than a worm. Span refers to complexity of size: mankind has 
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more span than the American people, which has 

more span than my immediate family (Wilber, 

2000, p. 96). According to Wilber, our BMI 

pushes us toward greater protection of depth and 

span, while most of our moral dilemmas 

constitute a difficult negotiation between the 

two. For example, is it better to kill the Dalai 

Lama or a worm? Is it better to kill the Dalai 

Lama or all of the worms? In these dilemmas we 

are asked to weigh depth (saving the Dalai Lama 

or a worm) and span (losing all  the worms 

would effect the entire biosphere). Although 

Wilber’s concept of BMI provides interesting mental exercises in ethics, it does little on its own 

to explain our everyday experience of moral intuition.  

 There is a growing body of research on the role of intuition in ethical judgment. Despite 

the insistence of Enlightenment thinkers, like Kant, that emotion clouded moral reasoning, recent 

evidence indicates that reason may serve to justify our moral judgments more than to arrive at 

them (Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008, p. 28; Pizarro, 2000, p. 356). Emotions such as compassion, 

remorse, and disgust act as reinforcement or deterrent mechanisms for certain behaviors and 

work together to create a sense of moral intuition toward a particular course of action (Haidt, 

Rozin, McCauley, & Imada, 1997; Looy, 2004, p. 222; Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley, 2000, p. 637; 

Wright, 1994, p. 328).  

A Note on Terms 

Good and Evil are unpopular terms in 

certain circles, more so when sex is the 

issue at hand. Throughout this paper I 

use terms like Evil and sin to draw 

attention to the moral sphere, which I 

feel has been neglected in modern and 

postmodern sex education and 

discourse. Too often we use words like 

“unhealthy” or  “dysfunctional” to put the 

gloss of science over our value 

judgments. Unhealthy sexual behaviors 

are not necessarily the same as bad 

sexual behaviors. It is important to 

separate medical or psychological 

evaluations from moral evaluations.  
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 Disgust, for example, has roots in a universal mammalian disgust response to rotten or 

poisonous food and has been elaborated in humans to include “universal disgust triggers” such as 

body envelope violations (penetrative injuries), food taboos, sex taboos, and death (Looy, 2004, 

p. 223). Each particular culture elaborates these general categories further. For example, many 

Americans of European ancestry would be disgusted at the thought of eating brains, though they 

would only have to go as far as the nearest traditional Mexican eatery to order up cabeza. As our 

moral intuition is formed by these emotions, which are in turn culturally informed, it may be that 

“moral judgment is best understood as a social process” (Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008, p. 2). The 

taboos of our society are encoded in us as children through emotions like disgust and these 

emotions push and pull us through life. Disgust is a particularly salient ethical determinant 

because it associated with a specific physiological state: nausea (Rozin et al., 2000, p. 638). As 

we avoid the sensation of nausea, we avoid disgust triggers which, depending on your cultural 

context, might include eating insects, touching the dead, or homosexual contact. Thus we 

encounter our embodied sense of moral intuition. 

 Basically, we like feeling good and we dislike feeling bad, an updated version of Freud’s 

“pleasure principle” (1922, p. 1). Although the triggers may be different, the expression of 

emotions is notably similar across cultures (Ekman, 2004, p. 1). We may laugh for different 

reasons and some people are more giggly than others, but laughter, like disgust, is universal.  

Everyone knows what it means to feel good in his or her own subjective experience. The 

frequency and degree of feelings vary widely, as does the situational content, but the basic sense 

of Goodness in our subjective consciousness has an element of universality (Singer, 2007, p. 2). 

The research on disgust suggests that we feel bad, emotionally and physically, not only when we 

do something wrong, but that we can be “contaminated” with evil by association (Haidt et al., 
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1997, p. 116). In fact, the idea of wearing Adolf Hitler’s sweater is one of the most potent stimuli 

in moral disgust research (Rozin et al., 2000, p. 643). What exactly bothers people about wearing 

Hitler’s sweater? We seem to have evolved a system of moral contagions which we can contract 

through contact with contaminated people and objects; you may remember these contagions as 

“cooties” (Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008, p. 22). Cootie sources vary from culture to culture, as do the 

ritual antidotes (“Circle, circle, dot, dot…” being one ritual), but the experience of moral 

contamination is universal and it very literally feels disgusting. Association with badness feels 

bad so we avoid it. This is one side of the moral intuition coin. 

 The other side of the coin is feeling good. In preparation for 

this research, I undertook a project to investigate whether or not 

there is a common experience of right action. Through multiple 

methods of inquiry I found that doing the right thing feels good and 

doing the wrong thing feels bad (Baratta, 2009, p. 21). The self-

defined experience of doing the right thing was associated with a sense of release, physically, 

emotionally, and mentally, while doing the wrong thing was associated with tension also on 

multiple levels. I found that most people used their sense of feeling better or worse after a 

decision to evaluate if they had made the right choice. Research has shown that people are more 

likely to judge a neutral situation to be morally wrong when disgust is induced and that they 

continue to condemn the situation even when they can offer no explanation for their judgement 

(Schnall, Haidt, Clore, & Jordan, 2008, P. 1097). This suggests to me that although our 

subjective state serves as a gauge of right and wrong “out there,” as ethical intuitionism suggests, 

we may follow our gut instinct even when it is not reasonably linked to the scenario we are 

presented with. It feels real, but is it? 

What disgusts you? 

 
How would it feel to put 

on Hitler’s sweater? 
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 Wilber’s BMI attempts to describe what we are intuiting while the research I have 

described above attempts to describe how that intuition is formed as well as its 

phenomenological content. The implication of the research, on disgust in particular, is that our 

moral intuition is largely “culture bound” (Baron, 1995, p. 39). Wilber would agree that as we 

develop, we grant depth or intrinsic value to a growing sphere of beings (Wilber, 2000, p. 641). 

Effectively, we are growing to make our moral intuition less and less culture bound, assuming of 

course that we have successfully integrated into our culture in the first place. An emphasis on 

self-awareness is needed to move into post-conventional stages of morality where our socially 

conditioned emotions are acknowledged, but do not hold undue sway over our deliberative 

processes (Lacewing, 2005, p. 68; Rottschaefer, 2000, p. 263). 

Normative Ethics 

 Normative ethics is best summed up in the question, “What should I do?” (Wilber,  2006, 

p. 60). While metaethics investigates whether or not moral questions are valid in the first place, 

normative ethics seeks to guide us toward right action. In this section we will look at the three 

main approaches to normative ethics: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics, to see 

how they provide complementary perspectives on our topic (Figure 4). Consequentialism holds 

that acts are good if their consequences are good; the ends justify the means (Consequentialism, 

2006; Forsberg, 2010, p. 11). This is a 3rd person oriented philosophy focused on objective 

results. Deontology is concerned with the morality of each action, rather than the consequences; 

the ends never justify the means (Deontological Ethics, 2007; Forsberg, 2010, p. 12). I consider 

this to be a 2nd person oriented philosophy because it is focused on the process of negotiating 

action in the world rather than final results. Virtue ethics holds that a good act proceeds from a 
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good person (Forsberg, 2010, p. 7; Virtue Ethics, 2007). This is a 1st person oriented perspective, 

reliant on who we are as subjects acting in the world. Utilizing all three philosophies could be 

considered an Integral approach to normative ethics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Trinity of Normative Ethics (adapted from Forsberg, 2010, p. 17). 

 Although we can easily imagine conflict between ethical philosophies that differentially 

emphasize ends, means, and character, an Integral approach would find agreement between 

them. Surely we can envision a good person employing good methods with good results. Just as 

an exclusive emphasis on any particular field of knowledge creates an incomplete picture of 

reality, employing only one normative standard of ethics will create an imbalance. We can see 

this in our world as different groups rely on different normative approaches. For example, the 

abortion debate can be generally viewed as a battle between Consequentialists and Deonologists. 

On one side we have the ends (e.g. autonomy for women) and on the other we have the means 

(e.g. thou shalt not kill). Pro-choice advocates are emphasizing consequences: an unwanted baby, 

increased illegal abortions, oppression of women. Pro-life advocates are emphasizing the action: 

1st Person 

Virtue Ethics 

We should be good people. 
Character, state of mind.  

2nd Person 

Deontology 

We should do good acts. 

Duties, behaviors. 
 

3rd Person 

Consequentialism 

We should get good 
results. 

Values, utilitarianism. 
 

Integral Ethics 
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killing a baby is wrong no matter what. More recently pro-choice rhetoric is including a virtue 

perspective to “trust women” to make the right choice and efforts to provide multiple choices, 

such as adoption, indicating a greater attention to means (Access, n.d.; Dominus, 2010). These 

moves toward multi-perspectival ethics of abortion could indicate an emergence of pluralistic or 

even integral thinking. 

 Before we dive into the applied ethics of sexuality, we need to establish normative 

standards for each perspective. These standards will need to be closely linked so as to co-arise 

with one another. For example: the virtue of honesty entails the action of telling the truth which 

results in the truth being known. Each of these aspects helps create the other. However, we can 

also imagine scenarios in which the links are not as clear. A good example might be the 

Underground Railroad system of safehouses which harbored runaway slaves on their journey 

north. Maintaining a safehouse would likely require a good deal of deception on the part of the 

homeowner, and yet we would hesitate to call him dishonest in this case, though it might be 

technically accurate. A virtue like honesty is useful, up to a point. In the Integral community, we 

would be more likely to point to virtues like wisdom or authenticity as greater than, but inclusive 

of honesty. This is because virtues, like duties or outcomes, must be developmentally appropriate 

for them to be meaningful. We know that someone who has “integrity” is generally honest, but 

we would also expect him or her to lie in special circumstances like those of the Underground 

Railroad. This shows the evolution of ethics as we transcend and include previous stages (Table 

2).  
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Table 2: Hierarchy of Ethics 

 You can see that virtues, duties, and outcomes become more complex through the stages 

(although one could argue that salvation is hardly simple). This chart is a rough sketch of how 

goodness might increase in complexity in the three perspectives. We do not expect a child to be 

discerning; a child is incapable of discernment in any meaningful sense of the term so we expect 

her to be obedient to someone who is (hopefully) capable of discernment. As we develop an 

Integral Sexual Ethics, we must keep Kant’s principle that “ought implies can” in mind and be 

sure that our expectations and recommendations are developmentally appropriate. 

 In light of moral intuitionism, normative recommendations will be used in three ways. 

First, to shape the moral code of society to embed better intuition for those who are moving into 

a Conformist stage of development. We can see this at work in the reactions of Americans of 

Stage Virtues (1st person) Duties (2nd person) Outcomes  

(3rd person) 

5 
Discerning, Whole, 

Equanimous, Integrated, 
Transparent 

Transcend and include. Awakening 

4 
Analytical, Authentic, Just, 
Compassionate, Effective 

Liberty and justice for all. Success, 
Self-hood 

3 
Honest, Courageous, Kind, 

Chaste, Prudent, Smart, Loyal 

Whatsoever ye would that men 

should do to you, do you even so to 

them. (Mt 7:12) 
Harmony 

2 Obedient Thou shalt not kill. (Ex 20:13) Salvation 
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different age cohorts to homosexuality. Younger Americans have grown up with greater 

visibility of homosexuality in society and are generally less triggered by it than older Americans 

(Carlson, 2002). Secondly, we may use rational normative standards to disengage ourselves from 

outmoded cultural biases that are reflected in our disgust triggers. For example, the more 

sensitive people are to their own disgust response overall, the more likely they are to negatively 

judge homosexuality (Inbar, Pizarro, Knobe, & Bloom, 2009). By unhitching our moral intuition 

from our culturally bound emotions (where possible), we may begin to grow depth and span.  

 Finally, we will use the three perspectives on normative ethics to help individuals at any 

level of development to follow through on their moral intuition more often. This might sound 

contradictory considering that we have established that moral intuition is largely influenced by 

social taboos, however those taboos also contain the groundwork for morality at higher stages. 

Our moral intuition, like all parts of our psyche, has elements on our leading edge of 

development, as well as vestiges of cootie-like magical thinking. We can work to clear out 

triggers that no longer serve us and recognize the wisdom of our intuition by enacting it more 

often.iv That is to say: actually doing what we know is right.  

Moral typology in virtue ethics (the problem of free will). 

 So far we have a basic idea of how we determine what we should do through moral 

intuition and how the answer may vary according to level of development and cultural context. 

What we have not yet addressed is the moment of choice, or rather, the collection of choices that 

may indicate a tendency over time. Whether I have the capacity for complex discernment or 

not, I have the choice to do what I think is right. Higher development does not always mean 

better choices; Susanne Cook-Greuter has pointed out that higher development often leads to 
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more abuse of power (2010). As we grow, we are able to perceive more and more of reality, 

giving us more options for action. More options means more chances to choose do the right thing 

or the wrong thing.  

 There are certainly aspects of morality that are tied to development. Carol Gilligan’s 

Ethics of Care, shows that our sphere of concern broadens from ourselves, to our own 

community, to the world (Wilber, 2007, p. 13).  However, I would argue that Gilligan’s work 

outlines a capacity, not necessarily the reality of enacted choice. Capacities are individual skill 

sets that allow us to work toward achieving a certain set of values as informed by a cultural 

worldview; this can be considered a values line of development as exemplified in Spiral 

Dynamics (Wilber, 2007, p. 38). Even with the Ethics of Care measuring skills and Spiral 

Dynamics measuring values, we still have no way to describe an intentional move toward the 

Good. What happens when I am fully capable of recognizing that we are all interconnected and 

that I ought to treat others accordingly, but I deliberately decide not to? Some might argue that I 

regressed to a lower stage of moral development, but I disagree. Development measures 

capacities, not dispositions. It is entirely possible to be a highly developed jerk, like Bernie 

Madoff. 

 It can be confusing that someone would do the wrong thing on purpose. To draw an 

analogy, we will look at another important domain: the Beautiful. In Integral Theory we tend to 

use the Beautiful to refer to the subjective, 1st person perspective overall, which certainly 

includes our everyday understanding of beauty as aesthetics (Wilber, 2000, p. 677). We all know 

someone who simply does not care how he or she looks: the Messy Friend. The Messy Friend 

definitely knows that if he showered more often and combed his hair he would be more 
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beautiful, but he chooses to be less beautiful. Similarly 

the Amoral Friend knows the right thing, but chooses 

not to do it, like Private Lynndie England who said “I 

knew it was wrong” of her involvement in the Abu 

Ghraib scandal (Levy, 2005). A personal example, I 

was in an intense conversation with someone when my phone rang. I looked at the phone and 

saw it was my fiancé calling. It was getting late and I knew he was checking on me. I knew that I 

should answer the phone, but I was more interested in maintaining the momentum in my other 

conversation, so I ignored the call. Whatever your assessment of what I should have done, my 

own intuition said I should answer, and I chose to go against it. It is that moment of choosing to 

do the wrong thing that I would call “sin”. At a conformist stage of development we would need 

explicit rules to follow, “Thou shalt answer thy fiancé’s calls”. As we grow, rules can become 

less rigid (we might refer to them as “principles”), “Thou shalt do thy best,” which for me in this 

case would have been to follow my moral intuition and answer the call.  

 A moral typology is important because it explains a general trend in a person’s 

relationship to that which she knows to be Good, whereas moral development measures how our 

concept of the Good evolves. A moral typology shows a tendency to move toward what one 

believes is right. The very idea of a moral typology may conflict with our definition that “no type 

can be said to be better than another in and of itself” (Forman, 2010, p. 232). From a neutral 

perspective, this is true; as the Tao Te Ching says, “Goodness and evil, How much do they 

differ?” (Lin, 2006, p. 41). I assert that they differ in kind rather than degree. That is to say, evil 

exists in our turning away from what we know to be right. Darth Vader is arguably capable 

of care beyond himself, however he chose the Dark Side. This is the province of virtue ethics. 

Can you remember being in an 
argument and thinking of a retort 

that you knew would cross the 
line? 

 
Have you ever said it anyway? 
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The idea of moral typology is actually very much embedded in our language and culture. 

We have the good guys and the bad guys, cops and robbers, saints and sinners, angels and 

demons. These colloquial dichotomies imply nothing about complexity of thought, maturity, 

self-system, or even capacity of care. The only implication is where they fall on a typological 

spectrum between Good and Evil. When we make higher “better,” in developmental terms and 

superimpose the Good/Evil spectrum onto that trajectory, we are confusing level with type. This 

is a particular issue for Westerners who are organically embedded in the Good/Evil worldview 

through the Judeo-Christian cultural milieu. A major component of this tradition is the intrinsic 

value of each person as a child of God. This idea contrasts with various takes on the instrumental 

value of individuals. A brief tour of how intrinsic value v. instrumental value plays out in our 

culture may help us proceed, especially as this distinction is central to sexual ethics.  

My Will be done – ends. 

 As Western culture moved out of a traditionalist emphasis on group conformity, the 

individual will began to reassert itself. An interesting case study of the resurgence of My Will is 

found in Aleister Crowley, the father of modern occultism. I use the word “modern” quite 

deliberately here because his system of magick arose out of a childhood in an ultra-strict 

Protestant community and grew in parallel with what might conventionally be considered a 

“modern” worldview of industry, capital, and individualism around the turn of the last century 

(Sutin, 2000). “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law” in Crowley’s system stood in 

stark contrast to “Not my will, but thine, be done.” (Lk. 22:42). While it is easy to dismiss 

Crowley and his teachings’ more obvious descendants, such as Anton LaVey and his Church of 

Satan in the 1960’s, as fringe, I would suggest that this is naïve. 
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 Another controversial, but decidedly less magickal, 20th century writer promoted an 

equally self-generated form of morality. Ayn Rand’s philosophy of Objectivism has been hugely 

influential in arenas of power. In 1991, a Library of Congress survey found The Fountainhead to 

be the 2nd most influential book in America, after the Bible (Ganley, 2009). Atlas Shrugged, first 

published in 1957, spent over a month on Amazon.com’s Top 50 Bestsellers list in 2009 and as 

of August 16, 2010 it ranked at #116 (Ganley, 2009; Amazon.com: Atlas Shrugged, 2010). 

While we might like to dismiss Rand’s philosophy as developmentally egocentric (she would 

likely take this as a compliment), Rand has many ardent followers who are clearly not operating 

at pre-rational levels: Alan Greenspan, Justice Clarence Thomas, Ralph Lauren, Mark Cuban, 

and John Mackie of Whole Foods (Corsello, 2009). Rand’s form of ethical egocentrism asserts 

that “the best way to promote everyone’s interests is for each of us to pursue our own interests 

exclusively” (Rachels & Rachels, 2010, p. 71). And Ayn Rand is hardly alone. Her philosophy 

may have its foundations in Friedrich Nietzsche and other existential thinkers who asserted in 

various ways that “man is the entity that makes itself” (Ortega, 2004, p. 155).  This brings us 

back to Aleister Crowley and the Left Hand Path. 

 The Left Hand Pathv is a term used to denote an orientation to My Will rather than the 

Right Handed Thy Will which is embraced by most world religions in some form (a second sense 

of these terms will be discussed in the next section). Crowley described magick as “the Science 

and Art of Causing Change to occur in conformity with Will” (Sutin, 2000, p. 349). Rand 

promoted a belief system enshrining the personal will; Crowley developed the capacities to enact 

that will. When my own goal overrides all other concerns, I am in danger of seeing people as 

objects to manipulate in pursuit of that goal; I may instrumentalize others, using them as tools 

toward my ends rather than as individuals with intrinsic worthvi. Rand’s philosophy may seem 
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benign enough when her characters are limited to their impressive, but relatively mundane 

talents, like Howard Roark, the master architect in The Fountainhead. Crowley, however, was 

not satisfied with conventional skills and technologies. He stepped out of the bounds of 

convention and attempted to harness other forms of power.  

Deviance – means. 

 Whether or not my aim is approved by society, the tactics I use to achieve my ends can 

be more or less permitted. Tactics which are not permitted can be considered deviant. Rand may 

have been a theoretical deviant, but Crowley was a deviant in a much more physical sense. He 

performed rituals to summon Satan, took drugs, and arranged bizarre sex rites for his followers 

(Sutin, 2000). He was highly unconventional by today’s standards and terrifying to turn of the 

century Britain. As odd as his oddest behavior was, Crowley practiced Tantra in the most basic 

sense: desire as lifeforce (Parrinder, 1996, p. 50). By breaking taboos we free up more lifeforce 

(i.e. power) within us and we become unlimited, an idea which existed in Hindu and Buddhist 

Tantra for centuries (Parrinder, 1996, p. 37, 50). Crowley was one of the early Western students 

of Buddhism and yoga, adding Eastern techniques to his eclectic repertoire of European Left 

Hand traditions like alchemy and freemasonry (Sutin, 2000, p. 4). In this sense, the Left Hand 

Path refers to the deviant outskirts of sanctioned behavior, with practitioners entering uncharted 

territory in hopes of finding new capacities within themselves. 

 While the Right Hand traditions focus on instilling the value of loving one’s neighbor as 

oneself, rather than the Left Hand value of loving oneself as a means of helping one’s neighbor, 

they also warn against Left Hand technologies (e.g. astrology, necromancy, divination), not only 

because such practices can easily go wrong, but because they betray “a desire for power over 
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time, history, and, in the last analysis, other human beings” (Catechism 2116). Integral pioneer 

and sage, Sri Aurobindo, similarly warned of “a great danger and disaster if, in our revolt against 

the divine leading, we call in another distorting Force more satisfying to our impulses and 

desires” (Aurobindo, 1973, p.145). Here we can see that any actions that place My Will above 

God’s Will are forbidden by the Right. Crowley deliberately sought out technologies to increase 

his power to enact his Will, which he took to be the supreme Good, as Ayn Rand did.  

 This tension between Right and Left Hand technologies rests on what practices are 

sanctioned in a certain culture, whether it be Christianity, Buddhism, or the American Way. 

Dominant culture, which we conform to as adolescents and individuate from (or more accurately, 

within) as adults, can have many types of content; these are practices and techniques that are 

“allowed” (Figure 5). Emotions, like disgust, reinforce our culture’s boundary line between the 

sanctioned and the taboo. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Normal vs. Deviant 

Now we will look at how a practice can move in and out of the “normal” circle. Around 

the world shamans have used medicinal plants to cure ailments and perform rituals. This ability 
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was once recognized as a great skill and the shaman would have a high status because of it. As 

local cultures were consolidated by the Church in the West, an ability to cure ailments sometimes 

became sorcery or witchcraft. Witch trials led to thousands of deaths in Europe and the early 

United States, with the loss of much traditional wisdom of plant medicines. As science took the 

place of religion, the same taboos remained, but with a new justification. Many of the plants 

shamans may have used were labeled “drugs” and made formally illegal. The resurgence of 

“medical” marijuana may be ushering some of those plants and practices back into the circle of 

the sanctioned. Marijuana is being recognized by some scientists as a “medicine” and as such, it 

does not make much sense to forbid it, especially where there is money to be made. Here we see 

a practice, ingesting marijuana, moving in and out of favor. It took the actions of “deviants” 

moving outside of the sanctioned circle to bring back reports of marijuana’s uses for it to be 

reintegrated.  

I would like to stress that deviance is not inherently bad. Deviance is moving outside of 

the culture’s norms. Eating brain is not necessarily good or bad, but it may feel bad depending on 

your constellation of socially embedded triggers. Like eating brain, smoking marijuana might be 

appropriate and positively transformative for one person or damaging and irresponsible for 

another, which would largely depend on stage of development and cultural context. Some people 

never integrate into their dominant culture in the first place, so it is hard to categorize them as 

deviants, much less as highly moral; they have not differentiated toward Good or Evil. This is the 

pre-conformist/trans-conformist distinction. A rebellious child has yet to learn how to exist 

within society harmoniously. A mature dissident, like Gandhi, has integrated into his culture and 

found it morally lacking so he goes beyond the rules to make a change. I am hesitant to compare 
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Crowley to Gandhi, but they were both anti-conformists. This similarity should highlight that 

issues of means have more to do with style of technique than moral development.   

Returning to Crowley and Left Hand technologies, I will illustrate how the deviant means 

of “magick” has been integrated into our culture. In 1912, Crowley immersed himself in the 

magickal order Ordo Templi Orientis (O.T.O.) and, true to character, undertook to convert the 

group to his own brand of thought (Sutin, 2000, p. 275). In the end, he maintained                 

influence over the Los Angeles branch of the O.T.O. and its grandmaster Jack Parsons. In 1945, 

while still in close contact with Crowley, Parsons 

befriended a young L. Ron Hubbard and began 

teaching him magick. Eventually, Parsons and 

Hubbard would have a falling out, with Hubbard 

going on to found the Church of Scientology (Sutin, 

2000, p. 412).  

Scientology is concerned with “clearing” an individual so that she may be happier, more 

rational, and more effective in life; it is decidedly me centered (Hubbard, 1986; Hubbard, 1999). 

It is widely known that many influential figures in Hollywood have connections to Scientology 

(e.g. Tom Cruise, John Travolta). It is not as well known that leaders in the spiritual and “human 

potential” communities, including Adi Da Samraj and Werner Erhard, founder of est (now 

Landmark Forum), also spent time practicing Scientology (Jones, 1971; Snider, 2003)vii. 

Regarding the influence of Landmark’s corporate trainings, one writer says, “est and Forum 

concepts have become so embedded in management language and strategy that they are no 

longer recognized or even credited for some of these appearances” (Snider, 2003). Landmark 

What techniques are off limits to 

you? 

 
When does negotiation become 

manipulation? 
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reported earning $58 million in 2000 (Libaw, n.d.). The point of this history is to show how 

quickly “deviant” techniques can become mainstreamed and how the ethics of the self are 

propagated through Left Hand technologies wrapped in packaging that shifts with the times.  

These tools for personal growth, empowerment, and so on are just that: techniques for 

increasing our ability to effect change in the world. Two things are important here. First, 

techniques move from the fringe to the mainstream and back out again. The technique itself is 

simply a tool, brought in from the deviant frontiers to the hospitable center of the sanctioned 

(sub)culture. Secondly, these tools can be used for good or for ill, like any tool. This includes 

tools that are still considered totally deviant, a point that will be important when we get into the 

field of applied sexual ethics. 

 So far I have clarified assumptions using metaethics, introduced three perspectives on 

ethics (virtue ethics, deontology, and consequentialism), and proposed a moral typology based 

on ends and means. Next I will elaborate on the relations between the three perspectives on 

normative ethics, so that we can form an Integral approach to be applied to sexuality. 

Being Good 

 Virtue ethics, deontology, and consequentialism are concerned with the Good Person, the 

Good Act, and the Good Result, respectively. Each of us may have a pet theory of causality, “If 

you do good works, you are a good person,” or “A truly good person will achieve the best 

results.” Allowing the definite cause of Goodness to be ambiguous can save us from an endless 

chicken-or-the-egg debate. With Integral Ethics we hope to find the space where character, 

behavior, and result inform one another toward Goodness (Figure 6). What does this look like? 
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We can draw on the discoveries of philosophers and researchers in each domain to develop 

reasonable expectations and aims for Goodness.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Integral Normative Ethics (Adapted from Forsberg, 2010).  

The Good result. 

 Consequences are in some ways, the easiest place to start because they are the easiest to 

measure. We use objective measures to assess what happened. How many children were fed by 

the relief organization? We can come up with a number to quantify our efforts. Did the murderer 

kill again after he left prison or not? This is a factual matter. If we agree that we do not want 

people to repeat their crimes after leaving prison we can create programs to achieve that result 

and then assess those programs’ success rates. In this way, efficacy is a consequentialist value. A 

person or act is only as good as its effect.  

1st Person 

Virtue Ethics 

Mysticism, Inquiry 

The Good Person 

2nd Person 

Deontology 

Existentialism, Rules 

The Good Act 

3rd Person 

Consequentialism 

Science, Utilitarianism 

The Good Result 

Integral Ethics 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 44 
 

 Utilitarians Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill argued that “morality is about making 

the world as happy as possible,” so we should “produce the most happiness that we can” 

(Rachels & Rachels, 2010, p. 97; Wright, 1994, p. 332). Measuring happiness is no easy task, but 

here the assumption is that it can be measured and to the degree that we increase the quantity of 

happiness, our actions are Good. When ends trump means, any method is permissible. Deviant 

practices, like some of Crowley’s, were able to be mainstreamed precisely because they worked.  

Utilitarianism has major implications for sexual ethics when pleasure equals happiness. What 

happens when maximizing pleasure becomes our primary goal?  

The Good act. 

 Rules of conduct appear in virtually every context. Religions have rules, sports have 

rules, polite conversation has rules, and sex definitely has rules. Rules can be spoken or 

unspoken and more or less specific (Merton, 1994, p. 138). For example, “Do no harm” is a 

broad rule, “Thou shalt not kill” is quite specific. The process of justifying and refining rules has 

been the main focus of ethics in general since Socrates (Rachels & Rachels, 2010, p. 1). Rules 

allow societies to be cohesive. Evolutionary psychologists argue that behaviors like altruism, 

which apparently weaken an individual’s ability to survive, strengthen the group by maximizing 

positive benefit for all (Wright, 1994, p. 200). Religions reflect this notion in the broad “Golden 

Rule” and their specific taboos and sanctions. As reason began to displace God as the ultimate 

source of meaning, dogmatic rules began to seem destructive rather than useful. Nietzsche wrote, 

“‘Thou-shalt’ is the name of the great dragon,” a dragon which is meant to be slain (1883). This 

describes the process of individuation from conventional norms as the ability for critical 

reflection on oneself and one’s culture develop (Cook-Grueter, 2002; Forman, 2010, p. 130).  
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Thus there is a definite developmental component to the sorts of actions which are available to 

us.  

Prior to self-authoring stages, we are limited to the choice of following the rules or 

breaking them. Robert Kegan argues that the assumption of self-authorship creates a gap 

between expected values and actual skills which creates discord in our society (Kegan, 1994, p. 

335). The existential imperative that “man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself,” 

which is the philosophy of My Will be done, can be considered a higher order rule, one that not 

everyone is capable of, which therefore cannot be morally required of everyone (Sartre, 

1946/2004, p. 349). A continuum of expectations of conduct is necessary to accommodate 

various levels of development, the aim of which is to develop the moral intuition of individuals 

so that they are more likely to choose the Good (this will be outlined as we get into applied 

ethics).  

The Good person. 

In describing an individual, we can talk about her interior or exterior. Exteriors are 

objectively measured: Emily is 5’3” and has brown eyes. These are observable or factual traits. 

Interiors can also be objectively measured, to a degree: Emily is an Enneagram Type One. These 

measurements describe something about my consciousness and how it functions. As 

sophisticated as these metrics may be, we recognize that we can never truly know another’s 

subjective state, another’s I. Our attempts to know another’s I may be called intercourse. 

Intercourse could be conversational, energetic, or physical. Martha Nussbaum eloquently 

describes these efforts to know another as follows: 
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People are sealed hives full of bees that both attract other bees and keep 

them off… The hives are sealed. Their sweetness or sharpness lures us - 

and then all we can do is to hover around the outside, haunting the hive, 

listening to the murmurs and stirrings that are the signs of vibrant life 

within. We can never see whether those murmurs and stirrings really 

come form other bees like ourselves, rather than, say, some engine 

constructed to make bee-like noises. And even if we assume there are 

bees inside, we can never fully decode their messages, can never be 

certain of what they are thinking and feeling. And yet we pursue the goal 

obsessively (1999, p. 356).   

While we can report our assessment of the other hives, ultimately we can not know them as I. But 

we can come close through various forms of intercourse. 

 Virtue Ethics certainly has been concerned with others’ Goodness, or the quality that 

exists in their sealed hives, but I would argue that more properly we should be concerned with 

the quality of our own I, which is really the only thing in the entire universe that is within our 

control, even to a degree (and many of our actions are decidedly not under conscious control). 

The process of knowing and cultivating our own consciousness in this way could be called 

innercourse and could include processes of self-knowledge and mastery such as meditation, 

prayer, and reflection. Innercourse is how I know myself, intercourse is how I know another. As 

I develop the capacity to know myself, I develop the capacity to make better choices, to polarize 

my consciousness toward the Good. Polarization has gotten a bad reputation in my opinion, 

particularly as “nondual ” becomes the buzzword for “true” or “good”. Even if nondual ity is the 

ultimate reality of the universe, very few of us are operating from the perspective of the 

Ultimate. Very few of us are embedded in a culture that even purports to value true neutrality, 

which I would associate with the nondual  state. Most Americans have grown up in a Western 

context, in physical bodies, in time, and therefore have experiences that we can call Good 
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or Bad. Polarization of consciousness would have us move our subjectivity toward Good. 

This is also called free will. 

 At every stage of development, a person makes choices. Those choices may be more or 

less conscious, however they provide feedback for us to know the world. Feedback comes in the 

form of pleasure and pain, which create and reinforce the triggers that form our moral intuition. 

A Taoist might say pleasure and pain are simply two sides to one coin of experience, a Christian 

might say that pain brings us closer to Christ in that we learn from it, a Utilitarian might say that 

pain is bad and should be eliminated. In a certain sense, these are just different ways of 

describing the same feedback mechanism; they are different perspectives on moral intuition. 

What feels good to us differs over time, culture, and taste, but we all have a sense that some 

things feel right and others feel wrong. Polarization is moving toward that feeling of Good by 

doing what we know is right. 

 In summary, Integral ethics recognizes that good character, good acts, and good results 

create one another. Although stage of development creates the breadth of options available to a 

person, polarization of consciousness toward the Good is always available.  

Integral Ethical Assessment: Abortion 

She heads for the clinic and she gets some static walkin' through the doors 

They call her a killer, and they call her a sinner, and they call her a whore 

-Everlast, “What It’s Like” 

To begin our exploration of applied integral sexual ethics, we will look at an issue from 

multiple perspectives in an effort to understand it more fully. This section gives an example of 

how one might approach any of the sexual ethics issues surveyed in the paper in a more in-depth 
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way to create a list of action items for activism. Although I will adopt certain stances on other 

issues later in this paper, the process of reaching my conclusions on abortion is explained in 

greater depth. This is not to imply that abortion is the most important issue, or even the one I am 

most interested in, but its extraordinarily divisive nature made it an interesting exercise in 

reconciling polarity.  

Abortion is so polarizing that it nearly derailed the recent national health care bill 

(Hornick, 2010; Zengerle, 2010). Currently, most states use the point of “viability” to determine 

whether or not an abortion may be performed (Guttmacher, 2010). Viability is the “point of 

biological development [at which the baby is] capable of surviving separation from the maternal 

body” (Shrage, 1994, p. 71). When exactly viability occurs is controversial, especially as medical 

technology advances, and the validity of the viability criterion is questioned. Some people 

believe human life begins at conception and some believe it does not occur until birth, or even 

until certain initiation rites are performed well after birth (Catechism 2270; Shrage, 1994, p. 70). 

The term “post-partum” abortion has been offered as an alternative to “infanticide” to describe 

practices such as the Netherlands’ Groningen Protocol, under which babies with severely 

debilitating conditions, like spina bifida, may be euthanized by doctors, with parental consent 

(Hewitt, 2004; Shrage, 1994, p. 70). Clearly there is a range of opinions on how to deal with the 

consequences of procreative sex. In order to bring some clarity to this debate, a distinction 

between what is right and what is permitted must be made. 

Legal is not the same as right, however the law is the bare minimum standard that we 

expect people to grow into. The law is the dividing line between those that can behave and those 

who cannot, creating “normal” societal standards which most people grow into. This means our 
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laws have a major influence on who we are and how we think. I will begin my investigation of 

abortion policy from the 1st person perspective, giving my personal experience of the topic, then 

move through the other perspectives to get a more complete picture of abortion. 

Personal Exploration (Subjective Perspective) 

 When I started researching Roman Catholicism while doing shadow work around my 

family’s religious heritage, I began to think more about abortion. Sexuality is a glaring shadow 

in the Catholic Church, the depth of which the world is just beginning to see. Abortion is a 

mortal sin according to the Vatican and in the minds of many Catholics (Catechism 2271). Even 

when I was an atheist as a teenager, I felt that abortion was wrong although I could not articulate 

why. Now I recognize that my family’s Catholic heritage probably played an important part in 

determining this value. As a practicing Catholic today, I am troubled by the rigidity of the 

Church’s position, but also by the laxity of certain strains of “sex-positive” culture on sexual 

responsibility. Having spent a year living and working in a sex-positive community, I know that 

the freedom that postmodernism offers is vital to growth and expansion, but there is an 

unnecessary gap between traditional reverence and postmodern openness toward sexuality. 

Abortion may be an important starting point for greater sexual reform because it is such a 

triggering issue in American culture. 

Perspectives on Abortion (Intersubjective/Cultural Perspectives) 

 In explaining the pre/trans fallacy, Wilber often refers to Carol Gilligan’s research on 

moral development in women. Gilligan found that in response to the question, “Does a women 

have a right to an abortion?” pre-conventional women answered Yes, conventional women 

answered No, and post-conventional women answered Yes (Wilber, 2006, p. 51). Wilber points 
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out that the reason for the answers changes as we move from anti-authority stages, into social 

conformity, and later to rational and post-rational stages of development. The following chart 

(Table 3) outlines the evolution of women’s responses to Gilligan’s questions with an 

explanation for each response:  

Stageviii Right to 
abortion? 

Why? 

Pre-
Conventional Yes 

“…because what I say is right, and fuck you.” 

(Wilber, 2006, p. 51) 

Conventional No My authority says it is wrong.ix 

Rational Yes 
Medical necessity. Equal rights with males, privacy rights. 

(Roe v. Wade, 1973; Shrage, 1994, p. 56) 

Relativistic Yes 
Abortion rights are necessary to rebalance a society that 

oppresses women. (Dworkin, 1983) 

Table 3: Abortion Rights 

The progression of explanations shows how development orients around conventional values. 

Pre-Conventional does not care what Conventional has to say, Rational ignores or denies 

Conventional, and Relativistic wants to dismantle it (although it has no problem honoring 

Conventional cultural structures external to its own society, as in “Boomeritis” Buddhism). 

Wilber describes this state of affairs in his analysis of terrorism, where Rational cultural 

structures deny the validity of Conventional (usually religious) structures, pushing Conventional 

to react violently at Pre-Conventional; we see the same dynamic in the case of shootings at 

abortion clinics (Wilber, 2006, p. 181). Meanwhile at Relativistic, feminists find themselves 
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Stages in a Nutshell 

Developmental stages refer to 

individual psychological growth. A child 

who is learning her culture’s rules and is 

still largely governed by impulse is Pre-

Conventional. In adolescence, she will 

have assimilated most of her culture’s 

mores and take them to be true, at 

Conventional. When she gains the 

capacities for critical reasoning and self-

reflection, she will be at the Rational 

stage. Then she may develop an ability 

to question the very contexts that 

underlie her rational assumptions, at 

Relativistic. A Multi-Perspectival stage of 

development would allow her to 

understand and move between the 

previous stages, drawing on the best of 

each. 

  

defending Rational materialism for fear of acknowledging fetal consciousness and pulling the 

rug out from under Roe v. Wadex (Shrage, 1994, p. 56; Wolf, 2004).  

 In the U.S., this has played out as 

everyone vs. Conventional on the abortion issue 

(often this is collapsed into Liberals vs. 

Conservatives [Lakoff, 2002, p. 265]). With an 

estimated 47% of American adults around 

Conventional levels of development (Cook-

Greuter’s stages 3 and 3/4) in our largely 

Christian nation, it is no surprise that pro-life 

politics are hugely influential (Forman, 2010, p. 

121, 125). Compound that with a relative 

immaturity of Americans regarding sexuality and 

we can infer that many people harbor 

Conventional ideas on sexual morality well after 

their centers of gravity have moved on to higher 

stages. In order to create true cooperation on reproductive rights, we will need to include 

the viewpoints of each of these levels of development in our approach.  

 Stakeholders in Abortion (Objective/Systemic Perspective) 

 Always a political bargaining chip, abortion rights have been even more hotly contested 

recently with the struggle over health care reform. The 2010 health care bill was narrowly passed 

when a group of pro-life Democrats agreed to support the bill if President Obama would sign an 
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executive order strengthening an existing ban on federally funded abortion (Hornick, 2010; 

Zengerle, 2010). Although the executive order allowed the bill to pass, it did not satisfy either 

side of the abortion debate. The liberal National Organization for Women (NOW) was 

“incensed” by the order and accused the President of negotiating “health care on the backs of 

women” (O’Neill, 2010). Conservative Oklahoma passed a law requiring that women receive an 

ultrasound and hear a description of the fetus before an abortion (CNN Wire Staff, 2010).  The 

tension surrounding the health care bill promises to continue through upcoming election cycles 

and the implementation of the health care reform.  

 To untangle the systemic aspect of abortion policy, an overview of the major activist 

groups is in order. The following chart (Table 4) illustrates the groups that I have determined to 

be the most influential in the abortion debate in the U.S.  
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Pro-Choice Pro-Life 

Guttmacher Institute - www.guttmacher.org 

“The Guttmacher Institute advances sexual and 
reproductive health worldwide through an 

interrelated program of social science research, 
public education and policy analysis.” 

National Right to Life (NRLC) - www.nrlc.org 

“Touching hearts… Changing minds… Saving 
lives!” 

Planned Parenthood - 
www.plannedparenthood.org 

“Planned Parenthood delivers vital reproductive 
health care, sex education, and information to 

millions of women, men, and young people 
worldwide.” 

40 Days for Life - www.40daysforlife.com 

“40 Days for Life is a focused pro-life campaign with 
a vision to access God’s power through prayer, 

fasting, and peaceful vigil to end abortion in 
America.” 

NARAL Pro-Choice America - www.naral.org 

“We are committed to protecting the right to choose 
and electing candidates who will promote policies 

to prevent unintended pregnancy.” 

Priests for Life - www.priestsforlife.org 

“Priests for Life represents a family of ministries 
that reach and enrich every aspect of the pro-life 

movement, for clergy and laity alike, in a wide 
variety of activities.” 

National Organization for Women (NOW) - 
www.now.org 

“The National Organization for Women (NOW) is 
the largest organization of feminist activists in the 

United States.” 

The Radiance Foundation - 
www.theradiancefoundation.org 

“We educate audiences about societal issues and 
how they impact the understanding of God-given 

purpose.” 

Table 4: Major Players in the Abortion Debate 

An effective plan to create systemic change around abortion should involve the major 

organizations that are already dealing with the issue.  

Although these activist groups are important, we should consider even deeper structures 

that shape our reproductive values: sex education in public schools and access to contraception, 
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including emergency contraception (Plan-B or the “morning after pill”). During the research of 

this paper, I volunteered for ACCESS, a non-profit which connects women with reproductive 

health services in California. ACCESS helps women sign up for Medi-Cal, locate clinics in their 

area, and pay for transportation. In my time with ACCESS I saw how many women rely on non-

profit reproductive services, on both the pro-choice and pro-life side of the fence. These 

organizations are not only highly influential in politics, but in the real life experience of many 

women in need of contraception, STI testing, or faced with an unintended pregnancy. 

Behavior and Consequences (Objective Individual Perspective) 

 To devise a plan of action on abortion, we must first understand what is actually going on 

with as little moralization as possible by looking at behavior. Finding unbiased facts is a 

challenge in itself where abortion is concerned, but it is precisely the area where Rational 

cultural structures (science) excels. For this project, I used statistics from the Guttmacher 

Institute. According to the conservative Associated Baptist Press, Guttmacher “is generally 

regarded by those on both sides of the abortion debate as the authority on reproductive-health 

statistics” (Marus, 2008). Indeed, I found that Guttmacher is cited by a wide range of 

organizations and frequently partners with Planned Parenthood on certain projects. For these 

reasons I felt that they were the most reliably objective source on abortion statistics.  

 According to the Guttmacher Institute, 56% of American women obtaining abortions are 

in their 20’s and 65% have never been married. Although 66% of women obtaining abortions 

had some type of health insurance, 57% paid for the procedure out-of-pocket. Regarding 

relationships, 62% of the women reported being in a relationship for a year or longer with the 

man who got them pregnant. Guttmacher also reported that pursuing education is one of the most 
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common reasons women give for having an abortion, yet 42% of the women obtaining abortions 

were poor, up from 27% in 2000. In 2008, the average cost for a first-trimester abortion was 

$413, which rose to $1300 after 20 weeks of pregnancy (Guttmacher Institute, 2010a; 

Guttmacher Institute, 2010b; Jones, Finer, & Singh, 2010).  

 Considering that fully one third of abortions are obtained by women ages 20-24, the 

college age bracket seems of particular interest. This is an age in which young people are 

struggling to stabilize Conventional norms and move into Rational critical thinking (Forman, 

2010, p. 129). Given these statistics on abortion, it seems that a great number of abortions result 

from Pre-Conventional impulsivity, which we are all susceptible to, especially when we are 

bombarded by hormones and emotion, not to mention drugs and alcohol (Ariely & Loewenstein, 

2006; Jones, Finer, & Singh, 2010). 

 Regarding the physical effects of abortion on the individual, there is mixed evidence. 

When administered by a trained physician, modern abortion techniques are less likely to result in 

health complications than live birth (Planned Parenthood, n.d.). There is a popular theory in the 

pro-life movement that abortion can lead to breast cancer due to the abrupt shift in the woman’s 

hormones, although the research has been largely inconclusive (Coalition on Abortion/Breast 

Cancer, 2010; National Cancer Institute, 2010). It is abundantly clear, however, that where 

abortion is illegal, women will procure unsafe abortions which account for nearly half of the 42 

million abortions performed each year worldwide (Cohen, 2009). The Guttmacher Institute 

reports 70,000 maternal deaths per year due to unsafe abortion practices (2009).  

 The psychological effects of abortion are varied. Pro-choice groups claim to have 

debunked “post-abortion syndrome,” while there are pro-life groups solely dedicated to 
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publicizing the stories of life-long regret following abortion (National Abortion Federation, 

2010; Silent No More, 2010). It seems that, like any other life choice, people have widely 

differing reactions to abortion. Some women have regrets and guilt and some do not (Cohen, 

2006).  

Integral Abortion Ethics 

 Having completed our short tour of abortion through multiple perspectives, we are ready 

to transcend and include for an Integral view. First, we will note that Multi-Perspectival 

(Integral) functioning is stabilized in less than 10% of the U.S. population (Forman, 2010, p. 

142, 147, 151). This means that even if we are able to describe an Integral perspective on 

abortion, that perspective will not be available to 90% of Americans. While envisioning an 

Integral society is important, that society will be built on healthy structures at the previous stages 

of development. An Integral approach to applied ethics must include a vision of where we are 

heading, a plan on how to work with existing systems and structures to get there, as well as firm 

safeguards to prevent people from making the worst sorts of wrong turns.  

 Conventional understanding classifies every action as Must/Must Not, Good or Evil. 

Rational takes nearly the same delineations and renames them Should/Should Not, retaining 

much of the Conventional value system while stripping it of its divine mandate. Relativistic is 

offended by the exercise of labeling altogether unless it is being applied to the dominant culture. 

At Integral, I suggest that each of these perspectives has something to offer. Relativistic helps us 

to uncover our culture biases to see how we may be harming others unconsciously or upholding 

unjust paradigms. Rational provides individual rights that allow us to make free choices to move 

toward Good. Conventional holds the hard line that certain behaviors are simply unacceptable 
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(e.g. rape, child abuse) so that Pre-

Conventional has a chance to assimilate 

into civil society. By maintaining a firm 

containment policy on a few of the most 

problematic behaviors, we can help Pre-

Conventional transition into Conventional 

more quickly and safely. By establishing a 

clear vision of the Good, we help 

Conventional move into Rational 

achievement based values. Finally, by 

continually inquiring into our personal and 

cultural shadows, we ensure that Rational 

recognizes depth and moves into 

Relativistic. A growing culture of 

compassionate and effective policies that 

raise consciousness for all people, not only 

those in power, will help Relativistic move 

into Integral.  

Envisioning how abortion should be. 

 The closest thing I have found to what I would consider an Integral viewpoint on abortion 

comes from feminist Naomi Wolf. Although she was “uncritically in favour of abortion from the 

time [she] was first able to think about the issue,” her perspective shifted when she became 

A Note on Types 

 There are few issues where type is as 

important as abortion. After reading Rebecca 

Bailin’s article on masculine and feminine, I 

started to consider a differentiation of sexual 

type at the gross and subtle levels (2009). 

Most of us have a clearly delineated physical 

type (male/female) and a more fluid subtle or 

energetic type (masculine/feminine). While I 

understand that conflating sex and gender is 

problematic, I find that postmodern thinking 

has a tendency to deny physical sex entirely. 

This may be necessary when we are 

exploring our subtle selves for the first time 

and breaking free from the physical molds 

that have defined us, however when it comes 

to reproductive issues, our physical sex is 

paramount. Today, abortion is almost 

exclusively a women’s issue. Excluding half of 

society in the debate cannot result in an 

Integral outcome. Men’s perspectives must be 

reintroduced into the abortion dialogue. 

Resources can be found through Pro-Life 

Men of America (www.prolifemen.org) and 

Men and Abortion (www.menandabortion-

.com) for a pro-choice perspective.  
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pregnant herself in her mid-thirties (Wolf, 2004). For the first time, Wolf experienced cognitive 

dissonance regarding how she felt about the baby growing inside of her and how she thought she 

was supposed to feel about a “lump of tissue”. In her words, “We should not have to dismiss the 

humanity of the foetus–pretend it is not the beginning of a life–in order to be pro-choice” (2004). 

To me, this represents a more mature and authentic compassion; one that allows women the right 

to make their own choices, but ensures they are fully 

informed and responsible for the decision. Wolf 

neatly sums up the disaster of hyper-Rationalism 

noting “the casualness with which secular society 

treats the issue” (2004). Another feminist writer, 

Laurie Shrage, notes that “the concerns many women have about abortion are not articulable in 

the secular, objectifying, naturalist idioms constitutive of Enlightenment pictures of human 

rationality” (1994, p. 57). In other words, science cannot acknowledge a concern for the baby’s 

soul, a concern which may not be rational, but is real and present for many pregnant women. One 

abortion provider described her experience performing an 18-week abortion while she too was 

18-weeks pregnant. She described “grasping the fetus’ leg with her forceps, feeling a kick in her 

own uterus and starting to cry. ‘It was an overwhelming feeling–a brutally visceral response–

heartfelt and unmediated by my training or my feminist pro-choice politics.’” (Bazelon, 2010, p. 

44). By acknowledging that abortion is not merely the removal of tissue and maintaining 

the right to make that choice, we will move closer to an Integral Ethics.  

 The beauty of Integral Ethics is that when the discourse is skillfully engaged, all sides of 

the issue should breathe a sigh of relief. A great deal of the tension over abortion comes from the 

various worldviews flatly negating each others’ validity. I anticipate that Conventional would 

If you or peer who has procreative 
sex were faced with an unwanted 

pregnancy today, would abortion be 
a good option? 

What is a bad reason to have an 
abortion? 
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relax on the abortion issue if Rational and Relativistic acknowledged the “moral worth, though 

not personhood, of human fetuses,” as Wolf and Shrage suggest (1994, p. 67). This move would 

allow everyone to work together to ensure that abortions are “safe, legal, and rare” as former 

President Bill Clinton suggested; seeking “both conditional access to abortion and to minimize 

the need for abortion” (O’Brien Steinfels, 1992; Shrage, 1994, p. 65). I think this position 

transcends and includes the best of the various stages’ viewpoints on abortion. The buy-in of the 

activist organizations listed in Table 4 would be a good litmus test for the “Integrality” of this 

vision.  

Building a conveyer belt. 

 Describing an Integral perspective on any issue is a far cry from creating and 

implementing a policy plan to make that perspective manifest. Luckily the AQAL framework we 

used to determine how we should treat abortion will also guide us toward a plan of action. First 

and foremost, we must begin with ourselves. What are the implications of an Integral Ethics of 

abortion for me? As a twenty-six year old woman who is co-habitating with her fiancé, I would 

have a hard time justifying an abortion at this time. The only reason I would give to have an 

abortion would be inconvenient timing. That said, I have had my fair share of less than ideal 

romantic encounters, which had I become pregnant, I would have seriously considered abortion. 

This admittedly quick personal check-in serves to ensure that I am at least theoretically prepared 

to practice what I preach as an Integral Ethicist (Cook-Greuter, 2002, p. 26).  

 Grounded in my own experience of abortion and the multi-perspectival research outlined 

above, I am ready tackle the system. I would begin with my list of abortion activist 

organizations. We can tailor our strategy towards Conventional, Rational, and Relativistic 
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organizations.  Conventional groups are concerned with subduing and integrating Pre-

Conventional, often through religion, a very important function in the overall chain of evolution. 

A Conventional worldview sees allowing abortion as enabling Pre-Conventional to be sexually 

irresponsible. I would approach these groups with an authentic appreciation for their efforts and 

their religious perspective on the sanctity of life. Then I would shift to a focus on outcomes, 

emphasizing ways to decrease abortions and increase respect for sexuality and procreation. It 

would be essential to get buy-in from the authorities of these groups because individuals at the 

Mythic-Conformist level are highly responsive to authority (Forman, 2010, p. 123). Rational 

arguments regarding prudent use of resources to reduce abortions rather than misguided attempts 

to overturn Roe v. Wade might be effective on individuals at the Conventional-Interpersonal 

level (Forman, 2010, p. 128). Shifting the focus of Conventional activism on abortion would 

likely reduce the overall tension on the issue significantly.  

 When it comes to abortion, Rational is primarily interested in scientific research and the 

provision of the actual medical service. Although the modern rational perspective is well suited 

to research, it may have a more ethically questionable role in the abortion process. Many pro-life 

groups charge Planned Parenthood and other abortion service providers with encouraging 

abortions so they can make a profit (Abort 73, 2009). When I began my research on abortion, I 

thought this was inflammatory rhetoric and that no one would encourage abortion so they could 

make money. I took for granted my personal ethical misgivings on abortion. A purely materialist 

argument, which views the fetus (and to a certain degree, all of us), as a lump of cells, squares 

nicely with the capitalist endeavor of modern medicine. I am personally troubled by the 

implications of Integral Theory in this case. Theoretically, the pro-life groups should be right: 

clinics that make money from abortion would have an incentive to perform more abortions and 
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might actively encourage them to make more money. I have not been able to find data that I 

consider reliable on this issue. I did find that Planned Parenthood derives 35% of their revenue 

from health center income, with the national average cost of an abortion at $413 (Guttmacher 

Institute, May 2010; Planned Parenthood, 2007). At this point, I am willing to call abortion for 

profit a potential shadow of Rational on this issue. The cure for this potential shadow would be 

to help Rational recognize the interiority of the mother and the fetus. Naomi Wolf suggests that 

treating women as “moral adults” and allowing them to actually see images of an aborted fetus 

would help them to be fully informed (Wolf, 2004). I anticipate it would also trigger feelings of 

disgust and sadness that would be hard to dismiss even for a hardline materialist. This could 

bring a reconnection to the emotions and body which Rational has disconnected from, making 

the profits less attractive (Forman, 2001, p. 133). Another solution is to integrate abortion 

services into primary healthcare, rather than stand-alone abortion clinics where 90% of abortions 

were performed in 1996 (Bazelon, 2010, p. 32). In a general practice clinic, a doctor: 

…can take care of a pregnant woman whether she chooses to keep the 

baby, put it up for adoption or end the pregnancy. To her, this is the core 

of an integrated practice. “I have nothing to gain or lose whatever my 

patient decides… I’m just being her advocate and her family physician.” 

(Bazelon, 2010, p. 37)  

 As discussed earlier, much of Relativistic’s argument for abortion rights rests on a 

materialist assessment of the fetus. Naomi Wolf’s experience shows one version of moving from 

a Relativistic perspective on abortion to a more inclusive, even paradoxical, Integral perspective. 

Another element that I think would help Relativistic organizations progress would be to show 

how pre/trans fallacies harm Pre-Conventional individuals. Organizations like NOW pride 

themselves on protecting the rights of poor and minority women (National Organization for 
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Women, 2010). The Relativistic desire for freedom from the dominant culture is not an 

appropriate prescription for everyone. Just as we saw with sexual configuration and practices, 

some people have yet to integrate into greater society. Although individuation from the dominant 

culture is called for at the Relativistic stage, Pre-Conventional impulsivity is not the same thing 

as reflective understanding beyond one’s own culture. If we can show how Conventional 

structures, with clearly defined rules and roles, can help Pre-Conventional grow into greater 

society, we might be able to extend that argument to abortion ethics, especially if we are 

steadfast in protecting abortion rights. This distinction between what is legal and what is morally 

ideal could help Relativistic feel secure enough to allow some discourse on the humanity of the 

fetus.  

 There are so many organizations dedicated to the abortion debate that swaying their 

perspectives and practices would have a huge impact on broader culture. These groups spend 

millions of dollars to campaign politically and in popular culture for and against abortion; pro-

life non-profits made $551 million in 2006 with Planned Parenthood alone reporting over $1 

billion in revenue for 2007 (Clowes, 2008; Planned Parenthood, 2007). In the case of abortion, I 

think that changing the activist discourse is key to creating real change because of their influence 

on public policy and sex education. Simply having less anger and tension around abortion would 

be a step in the right direction. Additional measures needed to decrease the number of abortions 

are Integral Sex Education for young people and their parents, which does not reduce sexuality 

to mere biological functioning, and increased access to contraception. Access to contraception 

has been shown to decrease abortion rates and is cheaper than abortion (Marston & Cleland, 

2003).  
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 Containment. 

 Establishing what we Must or Must Not do is largely the domain of policy makers. 

Regarding abortion, we are now interested in the what rules we could enact to keep people from 

making the worst wrong turns on the road to embodying an Integral Ethics on abortion for 

themselves. Although every step of this process could be an ongoing inquiry, continually 

revising public and personal policies as we evolve, applied ethics requires a definitive starting 

point. One way to do this would be to find out what we generally agree on across the levels of 

development. Americans generally support some abortion rights; in 2002 up to 90% said abortion 

should be legal in cases where the mother’s health is in danger, up to 84% supported abortion in 

cases of rape (Saad, 2002). At the same time, a plurality of Americans support some combination 

of restrictions on abortion related to timing, reason for the abortion, spousal or parental consent, 

among other factors (Saad, 2002; Thee, 2007).  

At first, I was leaning toward a ban on late term abortions. Then I read about the 

Groningen Protocol, which allows Dutch doctors to euthanize babies with severely debilitating 

conditions such as spina bifida (Hewitt, 2004; Groningen Protocol, 2010). The protocol shocked 

me at first, but I started to see that there may be greater compassion in making the hard decision 

to end a life than to sit comfortably on our traditional morality while suffering continues. I am not 

entirely sold on the Groningen Protocol, but I think that it brings up a worthwhile conversation, 

one that we will not be able to have in American public discourse until we settle down on 

abortion. This led me to take more seriously the idea of public policy to contain only the most 

problematic behaviors.  
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My recommendations for an Integral public policy on abortion mirror my 

recommendations on the other issues to be discussed in this paper: greater access and greater 

responsibility. The United Nations defines reproductive rights as a global human rights issue 

(United Nations, 1997). To me, this suggests that abortion should be a federal issue and not left 

up to the states. Currently, there are widely varying abortion laws across the U.S. (Guttmacher 

Institute, Jun 2010). A unified policy would create parity for women’s rights in America. Here are 

my recommendations for a national abortion policy in the areas of access and responsibility: 

Access 

• Legalize no-questions-asked abortion without parental or spousal consent up to the 

time the fetus is viable (able to live outside the womb). 

• Require abortions to be administered by a physician.  

• Require all hospitals to provide abortions. 

• Require private and public insurance to cover abortion. 

• Require public high schools and universities to provide contraception and 

emergency contraception for students. 

 

Responsibility 

• Require an ultra-sound and consultation regarding the viability of the fetus and 

adoption.  

• Include images of abortion procedures in public high school and college sex 

education. 

• Require abortion providers to have an adoption counselor on-site. 

• Require abortion providers to offer spiritual/psychological counseling before and 

after an abortion. 

My determination is that we must allow unrestricted access to abortion for all American women, 

while ensuring that they are fully informed in their decision. I anticipate that with access to 

abortion services guaranteed, Relativistic activists will feel secure enough to expand the abortion 
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conversation to include the interiority of the fetus, as Naomi Wolf did. I hope that by securing 

Rational abortion rights, while giving voice to Conventional concerns, Relativistic activists will 

open up the discourse to include the interior so many of us suspect is present prior to conception. 

This pro-choice and pro-life stance is embodied by the Adoption Access Network, which works 

to bring adoption information to abortion clinics: 

Not choice as a euphemism for the right to have an abortion, but choice 

in the true sense of the word: options, informed consent and support for 

women trying to figure out  what to do with an unwanted pregnancy 

(Dominus, 2010). 

 In researching this paper, I came to recognize my pro-life bias. Having grown up in the 

San Francisco Bay Area, I took for granted how restricted abortion rights are even in the United 

States in 2010. Because of my cultural context, I was focused on bringing light to the interiority 

of the fetus, which I feel is missing in Relativistic sex-positive cultural, however I did not realize 

how small that problem is compared to the limits on abortion access worldwide. American 

women are faced with many barriers to getting an abortion and the situation is much worse in 

developing countries. Until women are truly free to choose, they will not be able to choose life. 

In the future, I would like to work with pro-life and pro-choice groups toward an Integral Ethics 

on abortion which I believe will Pre-reduce suffering and promote the healthy development of all 

levels. In the following sections, I will give an overview of the field of Integral sexual ethics. 

The detailed process I took in this section on abortion to form policy recommendations could be 

used for any of the upcoming topics. 

Intercourse 

 As introduced earlier, intercourse is the process through which we attempt to apprehend 

the I of another and vice versa. Intercourse is basically, a 2nd person affair of interaction between 
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individuals as they negotiate access between their subjectivities. In the truest sense, when we 

engage in intercourse of any variety, we are making ourselves vulnerable to be known by the 

other. In conversation we share opinions, opening ourselves to potential criticism and ridicule. 

You reserve the “right to remain silent” precisely because “anything you say can be used against 

you”. So although the innermost sanctum of our consciousness is, for better or worse, eternally 

private, when we engage in intercourse we grant another person access to our I in the limited 

way that we are able. Psychology tells us that I may not be aware of many of my beliefs or 

motives, however I can choose to disclose what I do know about myself; I can let you get to 

know me.  

 This process of getting to know another person that I am calling intercourse occurs on 

multiple levels: mental, emotional, physical, spiritual. You could parse the levels in many ways, 

but essentially I am opening myself up to you, usually in a reciprocal arrangement we call 

relationship. In a relationship there is a mutual vulnerability of some sort, whether that be a 

business contract or a marriage; we have granted another person knowledge of us and the power 

to affect us. The more you know about me, the more easily you can affect me. We know that our 

lovers and family members know just the right thing to say to make us feel better… or much 

worse. This is because they are closer than anyone else to our I, our subjectivity.  

 Most moral violations fall into the category of the abuse of intercourse. This can be 

forced intercourse on a physical level as in rape or on a mental level when someone is 

psychologically manipulated; we are instrumentally utilizing someone’s subjectivity without 

their consent. In sexual ethics, consent is widely considered to be the bare minimum requirement 

for intercourse. Consent is a tricky subject because it is not always as clear cut as these first two 
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examples. Say a marketing firm uses subliminal advertising to get you to buy a candy bar. No 

one forced you to watch their commercial or drive to the store to make the purchase, so why does 

something seem wrong? In this instance, there is a power differential in the relationship between 

you and the advertiser. The marketing firm knows your mind better than you do, effectively 

hacking into your subjectivity and installing a program to achieve their desired ends. When we 

engage in intercourse (in this case by watching TV), we leave ourselves vulnerable to our partner 

(in this case the advertiser). As we move down the scale from outright force (torture) to less 

physical forms of persuasion, the moral lines are not as clear cut. Intercourse is our only means 

of accessing others, thus it has great potential for misuse. (A strong My Will orientation may 

give me permission to hack into another’s subjectivity for my own purposes.)  

 Intercourse in all its forms consists of the three perspectives. In the 1st person, I have my 

experience of engaging with you, a set of sensations and ideas. In the 2nd person, we have the 

form of exchange which could be consensual or coercive. In the 3rd person, we have the product 

of our interaction, a new thing, which may be as abstract as a new idea or as concrete as a baby. 

We tend to focus on and attempt to regulate one of these spheres. I might only like intercourse 

which produces a sense of exhilaration in my consciousness and devalue the rest. We might 

make a rule that all intercourse must be officially documented by the Church. We might ban 

certain types of results such as babies in certain circumstances. As we saw in the discussions of 

metaethics and normative ethics, differences in perspectival orientation account for many 

disagreements. An Integral Ethics of intercourse will take all three orientations into account.  
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Intrinsic Value & Sex 

I wanna get to know you 

I really wanna fuck you, baby 

- G-Unit, “Wanna Get to Know You” 

 

 What is sex? That depends on who you ask. Is oral sex really sex? Can you be an 

emotional adulterer? If there is no emotional involvement, is it sex? By taking a broad view of 

intercourse as the method of intersubjective exchange, we can see sex as subset of those 

exchanges; a subset which relates to our sex organs. 

This brings us to love. Love can mean many things, but first it requires that we recognize 

a person’s intrinsic value, granting her dignity above that of an object whose value is merely 

instrumental. This idea is rooted in Christianity and the philosophy of Immanuel Kant; it is 

foundational to the Western tradition (Farley, 2007, p. 198; Rachels & Rachels, 2010, p. 136). 

Something that we view as merely a means to an end could be considered to have no intrinsic 

value, only instrumental value, like a Kleenex. As our ability to see intrinsic value broadens, so 

does our potential for Evil. How does this work? A greater capacity to choose Good brings with 

it a greater capacity to choose Evil. Thus, forms of intercourse which were previously 

unencumbered by moral weight become new arenas for polarization. For example, there comes a 

day when I might expect my child to remember my birthday. As the child develops, I except her 

to recognize me more and more as a person with intrinsic value and subjectivity. More 

development means you have more birthdays to remember.  



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 69 
 

Intercourse, in all its forms, gives us the opportunity to know more about another person, 

which might lead us to love them more completely or use them more effectively. Margaret A. 

Farley describes each person as a “complex structure” constituted of needs, free choice, thoughts, 

feelings, relationality, and social context (2007, p. 210). Intercourse allows us to know more of 

this complex structure in another, innercourse allows us to know it in ourselves. Physical touch 

is one of the most potent methods of intercourse. As infants, we gain most of our knowledge of 

the world through our basic senses, particularly touch; infants are held, bathed, dressed, caressed, 

touched in the most intimate of ways. As we grow, we are touched less often, by fewer people, 

with only particular types of touch being sanctioned: handshakes, tapping on the shoulder, 

medical exams with the proper instruments. Other forms of touch are quickly eroticized: holding 

hands, a massage, an adult sitting on someone’s lap. Touch, intimacy, and the erotic are closely 

linked in our culture; negotiating these factors of intercourse is the practice of sexual ethics. 

1st Person Sexuality 

Masturbation 

Bite my lip and close my eyes 

Take me away to paradise 

- Greenday, “Longview” 

 

 Pleasure serves as a guide post for us from birth. We like to be held by this person, but 

not that person. We like to be wrapped tightly or loosely. As we grow, we explore other 

pleasures which are guided by culture and personal taste. Whether our revulsion to tacos de 

cabeza is culturally ingrained or a personal quirk, preferences develop toward pleasure. Touch is 

pleasurable in many forms, erotic or otherwise. When children discover their genitals, they may 
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begin to experiment with touch to elicit sexual pleasure. Masturbation is an appropriate 

beginning to a discussion of sexual ethics because it is often the first sexual experience, one that 

can shape later sexual expression. The question here is: should we be sexual with ourselves?  

 First of all, most people have masturbated at some point in their lives (Janus & Janus, 

1993). Males masturbate more than females, but masturbation is common for both sexes 

(Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, Michaels, 1994; Pinkerton, Bogart, Cecil, & Abramson, 2002). 

Table 5 details various stances on masturbation. These are generalizations, of course, but offer a 

sampling of the viewpoints. 
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Masturbation is… Because… According to… 

Bad It is sex outside of marriage. 

Catholic Church (Catechism 2352; Parrinder, 
1994, p. 225) 

Conservative Protestantism/Evangelical 
(Bible.com, 2010) 

Islam (Rizvi, 1994) 

Bad (with 
ejaculation) It wastes vital energies. 

Chinese tradition (Chia & Chia, 1993, p. 372; 
Parrinder, 1994, p. 98). 

Jewish Scripture (Gen 38: 8-10) 

Magickal traditions (Weor, 1950a/2010) 

Bad (for serious 
spiritual 

practitioners) 

It promotes attachment to 
the world. 

Buddhism (Numrich, 2009, p. 67; Parrinder, 1994, 
p. 45) 

Good/Neutral It is physically healthy. 
Contemporary science (BBC News, 2003; Planned 

Parenthood, 2002, p. 11) 

Good 
It is 

psychologically/spiritually 
healthy. 

Sex-positive culture (Foley, Kope, & Sugrue, 2002, 
p. 244; Winks & Semans, 2002, p. 82; Zilbergeld, 

1999, p. 75) 

Table 5: Perspectives on masturbation. 

There are two general issues here. One is that masturbation has certain physical and/or energetic 

effects for good or ill. The second is that as a form of innercourse, masturbation takes our 

attention away from either a marital partner or God. Do the benefits of masturbation outweigh 

the costs? 
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 Masturbation and the body. 

 Regarding the physical benefits of masturbation, whether recognized by Western or 

Eastern medicine, the crux of the matter seems to be ejaculation, which is generally a male issue. 

In the literature, I have seen reasons against male masturbation generalized to include everyone. 

On the gross and subtle levels, biological males and biological females have different structures. 

(For purposes of brevity, I am leaving biologically intersexed individuals out of this discussion.) 

Males very obviously expend substance and energy at orgasm, as Onan spilled his seed (Gen 38: 

8-11). Western medical science has pointed to 

various benefits of “exercising” the sexual 

faculties, while spiritual systems that deal with the 

subtle body warn of losing one’s energetic 

essence.  

 Much has been made of the benefits of sex 

in the mainstream U.S. media. Health outcomes 

such as weight loss and lower blood pressure seem 

to be related to intercourse, which is generally 

more physically demanding than masturbation 

(Cohen, 2010). There are also a host of benefits, 

such as stress relief, lower risk of prostate cancer, 

faster healing of wounds, and pain relief that 

appear to be linked to orgasm (Alexander, 2010; 

Doheny, n.d.; Newsweek, 2007). The visibility of 

Understanding Subtle Energy 

If you are unfamiliar with subtle energy 

try this experiment: 

1. Rub your hands together for about 

a minute. 

2. Hold them about an inch apart. 

3. What do you feel? 

4. Move them away from each other 

slowly, finding the point where you 

do not feel the energy anymore. 

5. Try this with a partner, feeling the 

energy between you. 

6. Try it without rubbing your hands 

together, by focusing on your 

hands and imagining a flow from 

your heart, down your arms, and 

out your hands. 
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these articles shows that sex and health are linked in contemporary American consciousness, 

with pleasure and health especially linked. Western science has found benefits of sexual activity 

and orgasm in particular, but traditions dealing in subtle energy tell more of the story. 

 According to religious historian, Geoffrey Parrinder, male masturbation has been more 

strictly forbidden than female masturbation in Chinese and Roman Catholic teachings (Parrinder, 

1996, p. 99, 225). He suggests that this is because males lose vital energy through orgasm and 

females do not. Various traditions that, unlike mainstream Western science, recognize subtle 

energy in some form, recommend the conservation of sexual fluids in men and the transmutation 

of sexual energy in both sexes. Mantak Chia, a contemporary Taoist teacher, teaches meditation 

to retain semen in men and stop ovulation in women, as sperm and eggs represent power sources 

in the respective sexes (Chia & Chia, 1993, p. 372). Adi Da, Ken Wilber’s former teacher, taught 

a practice of yogic masturbation: 

In any moment when orgasm is impending there must be this 

intense upward drawing so that the degenerative down-the-spine-

and-out flow of energy does not occur. Rather, this in-and-up turn 

toward the crown and above must be emphasized, periodically, 

rhythmically, and obviously, especially in any moment of 

impending degenerative orgasm (Adi Da, 1995). 

Similar to the Chia’s exercises, Adi Da advocates a conscious shift from a downward, draining 

orgasm, to an upward, illuminating orgasm. In both cases, intentionality and practice are key; an 

idea which is echoed by other teachers in subtle energy traditions (Brett & Singh, 2009; Weor, 

1950a).  
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In energy traditions, as well as 

accounts of how orgasm effects athletic 

performance, I have found evidence that 

biological women do not lose energy through 

orgasm. However, there still seems to be a 

generalization that unfocused sexual activity 

drains energy, which I attribute to a male-

centric perspective in the writing (Parrinder, 

1996, p. 99; Chia & Chia, 1993, p. 372; 

Quinn, 2004). Even psychological traditions 

maintain an ideal to sublimate sexual desire, 

in the Freudian tradition (Farley, 2007, p. 55). 

This is perhaps due to the overrepresentation 

of the male perspective in spiritual and sexual 

literature.  

According to some teachers, sex alone 

or with a partner is not a diversionary activity, 

but a meditation in itself. These are largely 

Left Hand paths and practices in which sexual stimulation creates energy. In orgasm we expel 

that energy through our genitals, or we may redirect toward spiritual experience it as the teachers 

above suggest. Because sexual energy is primarily energy, it may be cultivated and directed 

toward any ends we chose, as in sex magick (Heij, 2001; Kraig, n.d.). In this way, our sexual 

energy serves whatever we serve, be it pleasure, God, or other particular motives.  

Cultivating Female Orgasm 

In the practice of Orgasmic Mediation (OMing, 

also known as stroking, or Deliberate Orgasm) 

a partner strokes a woman’s clitoris with the 

index finger so that she may practice 

experiencing sensation (or energy) in her 

body. It is essentially training to cultivate and 

physically handle higher quantities of sexual 

energy. I practiced OMing for about one year 

at OneTaste San Francisco and it absolutely 

delivered on its claims to bring greater 

awareness and energy to my sexuality. 

OMing, in its various guises, is also taught by 

Erwan Davon, the Welcomed Consensus, and 

Richard Anton Diaz, although it seems to have 

been pioneered at Lafayette Morehouse by 

Vic Baranco (Billingsley, 1994). Baranco’s 

work arose out of the same milieu that brought 

us Landmark Education, however OMing 

deals in the raw material of the Left Hand 

Path, pure potency. Although the practice 

remains fringe, its growing visibility suggests 

that female sexual energy functions differently 

than male sexual energy (Brown, 2009; 

Silverman, 2009).  
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 Despite the apparent dangers of losing one’s energetic essence through degenerative 

orgasm, repression of the sexual urge can be equally damaging. Wilhelm Reich, another believer 

in subtle energy, thought that masturbation helped to free the libidinal energies, although it was 

appropriate only up to a certain point (1933/1998, p. 140). Chia would agree that repressed or 

“stagnant Chi” causes its own set of problems (perhaps prostate cancer) (1993, p. 372). Although 

there are special male populations who may have difficulty in achieving orgasm, this appears to 

be more common in women, which may explain why female masturbation has been less strictly 

forbidden in certain traditions. Sexual energy can only be cultivated and directed if we have 

access to it. Women who have difficulty achieving orgasm may be disconnected from this 

important source of power, not to mention the emotional strain that accompanies the dysfunction 

(Brennan, 1987, p. 74; Reich, 1933/1998, p. 372). When women (in a post-traditionalist context) 

have difficulty achieving orgasm, they are often directed to masturbate (Foley et al, 2002, p. 312; 

Winks & Semans, 2002, p. 83). This may point to a pre/trans issue in sexual ethics: you cannot 

learn to control something that has yet to be awakened. Masturbation is the foundation for our 

sexuality, whether we discover it in childhood or as adults. Once we have established a 

knowledge of our sexual functioning through this form of innercourse, we may take an 

“empirical” approach to masturbation and notice whether or not it serves us (Farley, 2007, p. 

236).   

Masturbation and relationship. 

 Another objection to masturbation is that it harms our ability to be intimate with another. 

Different schools of thought place varying emphases on innercourse, intercourse, and objective 

inquiry, (or 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person forms of discovery, respectively). As Integralists, we would 
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like to balance these three ways of knowing. How might a reliance on 1st person sexuality hinder 

our ability to form relationships?  

 Building on the Christian tradition, intimacy, love, and union are major purposes for sex 

in American culture (Catechism 2332). From a modern consequentialist perspective, we 

recognize pleasure and communion as legitimate aims of sex. Building on Foucault, Wilber 

points out that in a scientistic culture, which does not recognize spiritual realities, orgasmic 

release becomes the last bastion of non-rational ecstasy (Wilber, 2000, p. 503). Secularism 

recognizes only measurable, external reality, which we equate to nature and thus, physical sex. 

While some religious traditions focused on deontological rules of sexual conduct (Thou shalt not 

touch thyself.), secularism, with its accompanying Utilitarian bent, has allowed a huge expansion 

of sanctioned tactics in the quest to de-repress our sexuality and expand pleasure. From an 

energetic perspective (which scientism does not recognize) the uncorking of “stagnant Chi” may 

be a good starting point, especially for women. However, unfettered sexual release has a draining 

effect on the subtle body.  

 Likewise, our pursuit of sexual satisfaction can lead to an over emphasis on the self, at 

the expense of relationship. The process of intercourse in relationship is precisely the means by 

which we discover depth in others and may expand our circle of care. Relationship has us “step 

out of a center that holds only ourselves” and into a new territory of mutuality (Farley, 2007, p. 

129). Masturbation can be an easy way to get a pleasurable pay-off without having to stretch 

beyond ourselves in intercourse.  

 I interpret the Church’s objection to masturbation to be an objection to self-centeredness, 

in opposition to loving one’s neighbor. Although “sexual excitement requires that we 
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momentarily become selfish and turn away from concerns about the other’s pleasure in order to 

surrender to our own,” masturbation does not train us in this delicate negotiation (Bader, 2002, p. 

33). Masturbation can reify My Will, which may a good thing for some people and a bad thing 

for others. 

Masturbation and the internet. 

Grab your dick and double click! 

- Trekkie Monster, Avenue Q, “The Internet Is for Porn” 

 

 Keeping in mind the vital role masturbatory innercourse may play in self-discovery, we 

will now turn to the fantasy factory of the internet to see another side of the issue. Regarding 

how to determine if a film is “obscene,” Supreme Court Justice Stewart famously wrote, “I know 

it when I see it” (Jacobellis v. Ohio, 1964). In the Information Age, this discernment might not 

be so easy. Today, extreme internet pornography is so ubiquitous as to be considered a joke.  

In 2007, a video entitled 2 Girls 1 Cup (2G1C) went viral causing a web phenomenon. 

The video clip came from a Brazillian scat-pornxi film in which two women appear to ingest and 

regurgitate feces. In this case, we absolutely knew obscenity when we saw it and decided to 

forward the innocuously titled clip to friends anyway. Videos of unwitting viewers’ first 

reactions to 2G1C proved even more fascinating than the original, with Slate.com devoting a 

slideshow to these reaction clips (Agger, 2008). In fact, the meme went mainstream with 

celebrity reaction clips ranging from Wyclef Jean to George Clooney and references on The 

Family Guy and Law and Order: Special Victims Unit (2 Girls 1 Cup, 2010).  
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Although most viewers were horrified by 2G1C, millions of people watched the clip. 

Even three years later, the site which hosts 2G1C receives over 2,000 hits per day (Cubestat, 

2010). The 2G1C phenomenon illustrates the degree to which the internet has desensitized us 

to obscene material, particularly sexual material. We may not be surprised that these videos 

exist online, but the availability and widespread viewership of them should be enough to raise 

concerns. How does the 24/7 pipeline of free pornography contribute to the need for ever more 

extreme images? What are the effects of not only hardcore, but decidedly bizarre 

pornography?  

      Prior to the internet, there were considerable barriers to obtaining hard core 

pornography. One had to make a trip to a particular type of shop or order the materials by 

mail. Time, money, and reputation were all at stake to obtain these materials. In the case of 

deviant pornography, especially materials featuring children and animals, it was even more 

difficult to acquire. The internet has completely changed this dynamicxii. Today pornography 

is largely free and instantly available at home with no effective way to keep minors from 

accessing it (Gossett & Byrne, 2002). Most importantly, the internet now provides us with the 

agency to “Click Here” to find materials that more closely resemble our fantasies and 

introduce us to scenarios we could never have imagined (e.g. 2G1C). The internet has brought 

folks like furries, who eroticize themepark animal costumes, and Adult Babies, who find 

diapers sexually exciting, to mainstream attention.  

In his book, Arousal, Dr. Michael J. Bader explains, “The function of sexual fantasy is 

to undo the beliefs and feelings interfering with sexual excitement, to ensure both our safety 

and our pleasure” (2002, p. 29). He goes on to explain how a particular fantasy may serve as 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 79 
 

an antidote to a particular pathogenic belief. For example, babies are “supposed to be selfish 

and cared for” so someone who has felt too guilty to receive care may eroticize this need and 

develop a diaper fetish (Bader, 2002, p. 123). Bader’s theory allows us to see how fantasies 

function in our heads and how they play out as preferences in real life.  

The internet has changed the psychological fantasy dynamic, in ways that are probably 

irreversible. Thanks to the internet, I can Google “teen rape porn” and receive no less than 

47,000,000 results in 0.26 seconds (search date Jun 7, 2010). We might be disgusted that such 

a search returns even one free video, but the options are effectively endless. The return for a 

search on “bestiality porn” is comparatively tiny, with only 408,000 results (search date Jun 7, 

2010). Nonetheless, this shows that there is no shortage of materials, that were once difficult 

to find, freely available online (Gossett & Byrne, 2002, p. 705). A mundane fantasy about 

interracial sex, quickly becomes barely legal, interracial, furry, diaper porn within a few 

prompts to “Click Here”. (Those unfamiliar with internet porn may hope I am exaggerating; 

consider this my “participant-observer research” and take my word for it.) 

As we masturbate our way into more specialized niches, we create a reward response in 

our brains. Mirror neurons, which fire both when a person performs an action and when they 

observe another performing the action, have been 

implicated in our response to pornography. Research 

into the erectile response to pornographic images has 

shown that the pars opercularis, linked to mirror 

neurons, activates with exposure to the images 

(Motluk, 2008). In other words, “Porn does not cause 

Have you used internet porn? 
 

What might your pornographic 
preferences say about your 

psyche? 
 

What sorts of porn cross the 
line? 
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us to think about sex. Rather, porn causes us to think we are having sex” (Lehrer, 2009). In 

this way, mirror neurons are thought to contribute to our experience of empathy. I see 

someone who is sad and I feel sad too, theoretically motivating me to help. In the case of 

pornography, I see someone having sex and I feel aroused too. However, through 

masturbation, the response is reinforced by the brain’s reward system or endogenous drugs 

(Reisman, 2003; Ponseti, 2006). An exogenous drug, like marijuana, is a compound that must 

be introduced to the body from the outside to create an effect. An endogenic drug, like 

dopamine, is a compound that the body produces in response to certain stimulants. The 

popular concept of an “adrenaline junkie” describes the person who constantly seeks thrilling 

situations for the endogenic adrenaline response that they crave. In the case of pornography, 

masturbation to orgasm releases a host of endogenous “drugs” in the brain including 

epinephrine, testosterone, endorphins, oxytocin, dopamine, serotonin, and phenylethylamine 

(Reisman, 2003). This cocktail of pleasurable chemicals can be reliably induced by viewing 

ever more thrilling pornography, which drives the global porn (masturbation) industry. 

(McMahon, 2010) 

In order to understand the implications of viewing unlimited porn, we can look to the 

effects of another form of controversial media: violent video games. The violence in the 

earliest video games, like Super Mario Brothers, is to today’s sophisticated games like Gears 

of War, as WWII era pin-ups are to Kink.com. Mario jumped on the heads of evil mushrooms, 

while games like Gears of War give a first-person impression of sawing human beings in half 

with a chainsaw. (This is to say nothing of sexually violent games like RapeLay, in which the 

player earns points by raping women [Lah, 2010].) Research on the effects of violent video 

games is mixed; however, the US military has observed that today’s solider “probably feels 
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less inhibited, down in their primal level, pointing their weapons at somebody” (Vargas, 

2006). During WWII, it is estimated that as few as 20% of soldiers actually fired at enemy 

troops due to the innate reluctance to use deadly force. In response to this troubling data, the 

US Army used Pavlovian reward training to get soldiers accustomed to shooting live targets, 

achieving a 95% fire rate by the Vietnam war (Williams, 1999).  Now this same effect is being 

achieved with less training by the military thanks to video games, which provide a “better 

foundation” for trainers to work with (Vargas, 2006).  

While video games do not appear to lead players to go out looking for real world 

violence, they do seem to change the way players might react if they were placed in a situation 

where violence is a viable option. Likewise, pornography does not appear to be a problem for 

everyone, but rather, the use of pornography has been correlated with higher rates of sexual 

aggression in some individuals, especially those who are predisposed to aggression (Allen, 

D’Alessio, & Brezgel, 1995, p. 269; Malamuth, 2000). In other words, the effect of violent 

video games becomes clear when the player gets a real gun in his hands and is told to kill, just 

as the real effects of pornography are clear when a sexually aggressive person has the 

opportunity to offend. Immersion in media makes aggression more likely in both cases. 

Similarly, early exposure to pornography has been linked to increased rape fantasy and rape-

supportive beliefs in women (Corne, Briere, & Esses, 1992, p. 457). Mirror neurons coupled 

with the brain’s reward system may train the person to react in ways which are not necessarily 

organic, especially in individuals who tend toward those aggressive behaviors. In short, 

repeated reinforcement of bizarre or aggressive sex acts through masturbation to pornography 

may increase the likelihood of following through on those actionsxiii. We begin to normalize 
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what we view in pornography, which can lead to unreasonable expectations with real life 

partners, where real life partners exist.  

An estimated 18 to 24 million Americans suffer from “sex addiction,” with 70% of those 

cases having an online component to their behavior (McMahon, 2010). Especially since Tiger 

Woods’ case surfaced, sex addiction has become big news and big business and not only for the 

suppliers. Although, the DSM-IV does not include a diagnosis for sex addiction and very little 

clinical research has been done on the subject, a treatment program can cost over $35,000 for 

45 days (Alexander, 2007; Herper, 2010). Religious groups are also pushing a cure; Dirty Girl 

Ministries and XXXChurch offer glossy websites, fellowship, and products on the road to 

sexual salvation (Dirty Girls Ministries, 2010; Fireproof Ministries, 2010; Scheeres, 2004). 

These efforts show that there is profit to be made on both sides of the porn battle, profits which 

hinge on masturbation. There are quite literally industries dedicated to keeping us masturbating 

and helping us quit masturbating. The proliferation of internet porn is one systemic effect of the 

normalization of masturbation. Next, we will see how this proliferation has spread into popular 

culture. 

Porno-ization. 

Fuck like a porn star. 

- Pitbull, “Go Girl”xiv 

 

 Ariel Levy describes the overflow of porn into the mainstream as “raunch culture” (2006, 

p. 29). In this culture, “women make sex objects out of other women and of ourselves” in an 

unfortunate reaction to the excesses of early masculinizing feminism (Levy, 2006, p. 4). Raunch 
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culture is women embracing Playboy, stripping to earn swag from Girls Gone Wild, and 

celebrities made through the release of sex tapes. As Levy puts it: 

We decided long ago that the Male Chauvinist Pig was an unenlightened 

rube, but the Female Chauvinist Pig (FCP) has risen to a kind of exalted 

status. She is post-feminist. She is funny. She get it. She doesn’t mind 

cartoonish stereotypes of female sexuality, and she doesn’t mind a 

cartoonish macho response to them. The FCP asks: Why throw away 

your boyfriend’s Playboy in a freedom trash can when you could be 

partying at the Mansion? Why worry about disgusting or degrading 

when you could be giving–or getting–a lap dance yourself? Why try to 

beat them when you can join them? (2006, p. 93) 

The problem here is that while the post-feminist women of Sex in the City may have been ready 

to finally embrace the “zipless fuck” a younger generation was not given a choice (Jong, 

1973/2003, p. 143). Raunch culture may have been liberating to women who came of age in the 

1980’s, in shoulder pads and power suits, but when raunch is the milieu you were socialized into, 

it looks a bit different. People at pre-conventional and conventional levels of development are 

“being attracted to the surface features of a post-conventional cultural belief system” (Murray, 

2010, p. 7).  

 At root, raunch culture is commercial and of course, sex sells. This time, they are selling 

old tricks, manipulation of attention and energy through aesthetics, to a new market. For 

example, pole dancing, the hallmark of stripperdom, has made its way into gyms “where women 

discover their sexy power” (S Factor, 2010). Pole dancing is a technique for getting what you 

want: men’s attention and the money that follows it. Pole dancing is value neutral, like the Left 

Hand technologies discussed earlier. What Levy illuminates is how these techniques have been 

brought in from the deviant fringe and mainstreamed, like Landmark Education, but that younger 
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audiences in particular do not get the joke. While a Playboy pendant 

may have been ironic and edgy for Carrie on Sex in the City, it is 

anything but for a middle school girl in 2010. Our foray into raunch 

culture, as a liberating move away from oh-so-serious feminism, has 

normalized this sort of self-objectification for young women. 

Pornography, the  industry of masturbation, has become our 

blueprint for sexuality. Thanks to the internet, porn is normal; as 

Naomi Wolf puts it, “Today, real naked women are just bad porn” 

(2003, p. 1). We have adopted the techniques used by the sex industry to attract attention and 

generate cash in our personal sex lives. When women at self-authoring stages of development 

use these techniques without addressing the real damage raunch culture can cause, they are re-

normalizing a set of behaviors that feminists worked hard to dissuade us from. Women at 

conformist stages of development copy this popular behavior because they doing exactly what 

they are supposed to do developmentally: integrating into the dominant culture.  

Masturbation revisited. 

 So far we have seen how a particular act, masturbation, has personal and social 

consequences. Masturbation is essentially a method of innercourse which can lead to self-

discovery or self-centeredness. Masturbation favors depth, my own depth, which is absolutely 

important, but not when it totally forsakes span. The internet has given us the ability to expand 

our masturbatory repertoire to previously unimaginable depths, reinforcing our coping 

mechanisms in the process. Commerce and a reaction to early forms of feminism have created 

raunch culture, into which young people are being socialized.  

Playboy Bunny 
Products 

 Cuff links 

 Handbags 

 Socks 

 Ashtrays 

 Shot glasses 

 Bed sheets 
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 My opinion is that the internet has changed the masturbatory game irrevocably, and so 

the issue ought to be revisited from a medical and psychological perspective. Whether you 

measure energy in esoteric terms or in cold hard cash, we are spending quite a lot of it 

masturbating. I am beginning to agree with Freud that masturbation is not necessarily disordered, 

just immature for many of us. It is a technique of innercourse which produces pleasure; however 

when we are caught in a consumerist mill of commodified sexuality, innercourse is reduced to 

jacking off. Rather than masturbating for self-discovery, we are literally indulging in a practice 

of self-medication. To understand this dynamic better, further investigation into the energetic 

mechanics of male and female masturbation is needed. Neither a blanket prohibition or approval 

of masturbation seems to be adequate. More nuanced research is in order regarding: 

• Masturbation as innercourse and self-discovery. 

• The energetics of masturbation in men and women. 

• Masturbation as diversion or self-medication. 

• The commercial component of porn and how it infiltrates our minds and culture. 

Each of these aspects could be elaborated on further, but they may serve as starting points for an 

Integral reassessment of the masturbation question. 

Celibacy 

Do you think you’re better off alone? 

- Alice DJ, “Better Off Alone” 

 

 Remaining in the realm of 1st person sexuality, we come to the topic of celibacy. 

Celibacy has been in the news lately, debated as an aggravating factor in the Catholic priest 
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pedophilia scandals and as a lifestyle choice of pop phenomenon, Lady Gaga. In April of 2010, 

Lady Gaga told the Daily Mail:  

I can’t believe I’m saying this – don’t have sex. I’m single right now and 

I’ve chosen to be single because I don’t have the time to get to know 

anybody. So it’s OK not to have sex, it’s OK to get to know people. I’m 

celibate, celibacy’s fine (Wilson, 2010).  
 

Gaga’s endorsement of celibacy came as a shock to many, given her highly sexualized lyrics and 

music videos, but she is not alone. High profile endorsements of waiting for sex until marriage 

(whether followed through on or not) in recent years include Britney Spears, Jessica Simpson, 

the Jonas Brothers, Miley Cyrus, Lenny Kravitz, Victoria’s Secret model Adriana Lima, and 

Robert Pattinson of Twilight (Torgovnick, 2010). Even as sex has become more visible in our 

culture, so has abstinence, and virginity in particular.  

The case of Adriana Lima is especially interesting. She is very much a sex worker. Her 

job is to model lingerie for Victoria’s Secret, sometimes on primetime, network television (CBS , 

2010). In an interview in GQ, Lima revealed that she is a virgin, waiting for sex until marriage 

following her Catholic beliefs (DePaulo, 2006). As a Victoria’s Secret “Angel,” Lima is one of 

the high profile models who adorn the walls of the popular lingerie chain, which debuted its 

PINK line, geared toward high school and college students, in 2004. Lima is presented as the 

literal template of sexiness for these young women and the message is: be as sexy as you want, 

just don’t have sex.xv  
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Image 1: Adriana Lima, from the GQ interview. 

Lima’s virginity, like Britney Spears’ and Jessica Simpson’s before her, was big news. 

The social construction of virginity is a major topic in feminist literature, one that I will not 

address in detail here, suffice to say, in our culture, virginity is valuable for young women, a 

girl’s ace-in-the-hole: the V-card. As one 19 year-old Girls Gone Wild performer put it after 

masturbating on camera, “People watch the videos and think the girls in them are real slutty, but 

I’m a virgin!” (Levy, 2006, p. 10). She played the V-card: anything goes as long as you are a 

virgin. You can act slutty, but your essence remains pure. 

The value of virginity is reinforced by abstinence-only sex education in our public 

schools. Eighty-six percent of public schools have policies requiring abstinence to be promoted, 

with 35% teaching abstinence-only, in 2006, $176 million in federal funds went to abstinence-

only programs (Guttmacher, 2006). President Obama has since cut funding for these programs, 

however, they continue to be promoted (Jayson, 2009). Although other studies have shown 
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abstinence-only program to be ineffective, a widely reported recent study found that abstinence 

programs delayed sexual activity in young teens (James, 2010; Lewin, 2010; Stein, 2010). 

Religious programs such as True Love Waits promote abstinence through peer groups and 

promise rings (LifeWay, 2007). The rings have been promoted by a host of young celebrities 

including Joe Jonas, Selena Gomez, and Miley Cyrus (McKay, 2008). Virginity is a subset of 

celibacy, with a huge cultural cache, especially for American womenxvi. The emphasis on 

virginity in schools and pop-culture has contributed to that cache (Carpenter, 2001, p. 46). For 

young people socialized into this milieu, abstinence is not so much a choice as it is a marker of 

what sort of person one is: are you the sort of person who wears a promise ring or the sort of 

person who has sex?  

 

Image 2: Masculine Promise Ring 

While it is, perhaps, unsurprising that tween idols from the Disney stable are vocal about 

abstinence, Lady Gaga is another story. Perhaps, the message that “sex is not everything” is an 

antidote to raunch culture and its opposing purity camp. Currently, deontological arguments 

dominate our thinking about sex. You can have sex if you are married or if you use protection. 

You can have sex if you love someone or if it feels good. These are rules-based assessments of 

goodness in sex, though the rules vary by contexts. While rules can be helpful, with so many 

competing deontological systems operating in American culture, they can be confusing. A 
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modern consequentialist approach gives us “safe sex,” which is just another set of rules to help 

us avoid disease and pregnancy. What may be missing is a virtue ethics approach to abstinence 

in the form of a rehabilitation of the virtue of chastity. 

Practicing chastity. 

Knowing if I do that it won't be right 
I wanna get down, but not the first night. 

- Monica, “The First Night” 
 

Traditionally, celibacy refers to no sexual activity, including masturbation. This is 

celibacy as many religious orders, particularly Christians, Buddhists, and Jains, practice it 

(Catechism 1579; Parrinder, 1996, p. 44, 61)xvii. While an intentional life-long commitment to 

celibacy may not be right for everyone, the practices used to deal with sexual energy might be 

useful for someone cultivating the virtue of chastity.  

The idea of lines of development elaborates on the common observation that everyone 

has different capacities. An Olympic athlete may not be a math genius and that might not be such 

a bad thing. We appreciate athletes and math geniuses in different ways and they have different 

roles in society. Culturally, we tend to value certain capacities more than others (cognition over 

empathy, for example). I would argue that, in general, our sexual line of development is less 

developed than our other lines. That is to say, for most Americans, sex is a touchy subject. I 

would outline this phenomenon as a suppression of sexual experience in the Christian tradition, 

followed by an emphasis on abstract cognition by modern, secular culture. We are so good at 

thinking about sex that we have lost touch with the ability to actually do it.  
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Modernity’s sex problem was outlined by 

Wilber, building on Foucault, in Sex, Ecology, 

Spirituality. He explained that when science 

reduces everything to nature, to objects that can be 

reflected upon in the 3rd person, sex becomes “the 

only real ‘juice’ left in the flatland world” (2000, p. 

505). Because God did not fit into scientific 

frameworks, spiritual practice was left out of 

secular society, leaving sex as the only form of 

ecstatic release, the only way to escape from the 

web of cognitive abstraction woven by modernism. 

Wilber points out that the efforts to de-repress 

sexuality were (and still are) important, but that 

“sexuality was invested with a force, a power, a 

mystique, an aura, an authority, all out of 

proportion to anything that could actually be dug up 

from the libido itself” (2000, p. 503). That is, sex is 

the tip of the spiritual iceberg, “one of the easiest of 

the many threads that can be used to return to Spirit” (Wilber, 2000, p. 501). When science 

reduced everything to nature, sex was the trapdoor that remained, the last bastion of un-reason; 

instead of being seen as a gateway, sex became the destination. 

De-repressing sex is still an important task, but the pop culture pornification model is not 

the answer. As Ariel Levy asks, “how is imitating a stripper or a porn star –a woman whose job 

Sex on the Brain 

In writing this paper, I have thought 

about sex a lot, which has not 

translated into better sex. One night, 

my partner had come home from a 

baseball game where he had been 

drinking. I wanted to connect with him 

sexually, but my thoughts went into a 

tailspin about whether or not he was 

fully present and if not should we have 

sex and why not and was I taking 

advantage of him or was he taking 

advantage of me and was he ever 

really present and how would I even 

know and should we have sex under 

less-than-ideal circumstances and was 

he even listening to me? We ended up 

getting into a fight instead of having 

sex precisely because my sexual 

energy got clogged up in these mental 

gymnastics about sex. Even as I 

worked myself up into an anxious 

mess I could see that all I really 

wanted was to be close to him, but I 

did not know how to undo the knots I 

was tying myself up in. Intercourse 

cannot occur when we are talking to 

ourselves within the confines of our 

own heads. 
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is to imitate arousal in the first place –going to render us sexually liberated?” (2006, p. 4). 

Appearances of sexual liberation may be as dead ended as the endless pursuit of pleasure for 

pleasure’s sake. “Convenience, ubiquity and the goal-oriented, money-shot, male-centric 

perspective of most porn… have changed us” (Williams, 2009). Porn is primarily a consumer 

product, one that is increasingly informing how we behave with our flesh-and-blood lovers 

(Campbell, 2009; Martin, 2009). The capitalist pursuit of the bigger, better orgasm on screen also 

plays out on the sexuality workshop circuit. David Deida assures women, “Once you experience 

cervical orgasm, you may still enjoy clitoral orgasms, but they don’t really compare with the 

depth and fullness you now know is possible” (2007, p. 

94). From cervical orgasms, to multiple orgasms for men, 

to female ejaculation, more pleasure means better sex. 

This form of modernist consequentialism fits nicely with 

modernist capitalism, as there are plenty of books, DVDs, 

and courses you can purchase to learn how to achieve 

your desired result.  

Reviving the virtue of chastity may serve as an antidote to both a repression-of and 

obsession-with sex, which derive from traditionalist and modernist worldviews, respectively. 

Although we may disagree with its prescribed means for achieving chastity, the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church offers an eloquent definition, “Chastity means the successful integration of 

sexuality within the person and thus the inner unity of man in his bodily and spiritual being… 

Chastity includes an apprenticeship in self-mastery which is a training in human freedom” (2337, 

2339).  In reaction to traditional repression and modern abstraction, postmodernism set about 

liberating sex. As Wilber puts it (in contrasting style to the Church), “Try harder, fuck longer, 

What would make your sex life 
“better”? 

 
Are there parts of your sexuality 

that seem repressed or off 
limits? 

 
How might you liberate them? 
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come wilder, scream louder: the liberation has to be in there somewhere” (2000, p. 504). Except, 

as our encounters with many neo-tantriks illustrate, somewhere never seemed to be here. 

Chastity, reframed as the responsible execution of sexuality in whatever form we chose, requires 

a degree of self-mastery, as the Church suggests. To master ourselves, we must know ourselves, 

which is where innercourse comes in. 

For all my derision of the sex workshop scene, I owe a personal debt to that community 

(see inset p. 71). These techniques, many of which were derived from Left Hand practitioners, 

help us to achieve an ends: pleasure, or more basically, self-knowledge. As discussed earlier, 

masturbation may play a role in innercourse, but so too can celibacy. Centuries of practice by 

celibate monks and nuns in the various traditions offer a rich legacy in the transmutation of 

sexual energy (Abbott, 2000). Taoist techniques like the Microcosmic Orbit, Kundalini or Hatha 

Yoga, and prayer are recommended for celibacy (Chastity.com, 2010; Chia & Chia, 1993, p. 

360;  Sivananda, 1934/1997, p. 85). Whether you are committed to a life-long practice of 

celibacy or not, these techniques of innercourse may aid in an apprenticeship in self-mastery 

which is necessary for the virtue of chastity and the responsible execution of sexuality. 

2nd Person Sexuality 

 In exploring first-person sexuality, through masturbation and celibacy, we saw the 

importance for a more nuanced conversation on both topics. First-person sexuality is an 

opportunity for innercourse, the pursuit of self-knowledge. Only with an understanding of how 

my own sexuality works, can I hope to have pleasurable and responsible sexual experiences with 

another. Chastity is the first-person virtue that I can bring into my practice of intercourse, or 

knowing another.  



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 93 
 

 In attempting to know another in a physically intimate way, a host of difficulties arise. 

Who may we engage in intercourse with? Can we engage in intercourse with more than one 

person at a time? How should we practice intercourse? In this section, I will address sexual 

orientation, partnership configuration, and issues of sexual practice. These are 2nd person issues 

that deal with the ways in which we connect with another sexually. 

Sexual Orientation 
I kissed a girl just to try it 

I hope my boyfriend don’t mind it 

-Katy Perry, “I Kissed a Girl” 

 

Sexual orientation is about attraction. Who are we drawn toward? Like a compass orients 

North, people seem to have a general sexual direction. Or maybe not. Like celibates, there is 

another group of people who do not have sex. They are sometimes described as “asexual” and 

may not experience sexual attraction at all, or have no desire to act out their attraction (AVEN, 

2008). With the internet, asexuals are able to find others like them, often for the first time, 

mirroring the experience of other sexual minorities. Asexual experience varies like any other, 

some are partnered and celibate, others remain single. Regarding masturbation one married 

asexual says: 

I did masturbate. It wasn't a sexual urge for me, I didn't fantasize, it was 

just something my body decided to do. People say about asexuals: "But if 

they masturbate doesn't that make them sexual?" It's hard to explain, but 

if you're asexual you don't necessarily feel an explicit connection 

between masturbation and sexual orientation. It's just part of having a 

human body - a physical, biological process (Cox, 2008).  
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It is difficult to understand how masturbation could be characterized as “not a sexual urge”. I 

think this underscores the diversity of meanings we have attached to sex. If masturbation is not 

sexual, what is? What quality does an asexual’s masturbation lack that is present for others? 

Part of this issue is how closely sexuality is linked to identity. For the asexual quoted 

above, the act of masturbation was not enough to make him a sexual person. The act was 

separate from his identity, presumably because in general he does not feel sexual attraction.  

Issues of biological sex vs. gender are often hard to parse out, especially for those of us who 

speak English and other languages with gendered pronouns. When you meet a person of 

ambiguous gender, which pronoun do you use? Is a drag queen a he or a she? What about a butch 

lesbian who uses a masculine name? What about an intersex person? Linguistically, gender is 

linked to identity. In English we say, “Her name is Emily,” with my gender standing as a 

placeholder for me. The configuration of my genitals is 

enormously important in determining who I am in 

society from the moment I am born (arguably this is 

becoming less true as history progresses, at least in the 

West). Just as my reproductive organs define who I am 

(not only socially, but physiologically), what I do with 

those organs defines me as well. Commonly, we say, “I 

am straight. I am gay. I am asexual.” The politics of 

being a particular orientation are fascinating. 

 Gay marriage. 

 The most visible issue of sexual orientation in our society today is the issue of queerxviii 

rights, specifically gay marriage. Gay rights, in general, have hinged on the scientistic argument 

Is sexual orientation a choice? 

What would it be like to have sex 
with the gender you are not 

usually attracted to? 

What would it be like to find out 
your partner was not born with 
the gender you know them as? 

Would you date someone who 
appeared androgynous?  
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that homosexuality is an unchangeable reality for certain individuals and so must be protected 

under the law like other unchangeable realities such as race, sex, and disability (Abramson & 

Pinkerton, 1995, p. 3; Jakobsen & Pellegrini, 2004, p. 76). There are two issues here: first, what 

makes someone gay? Second, does it matter? 

 The first question I presented may have been offensive to some readers in its phrasing 

because it assumes that something other than “gay” is humanity’s default. This is how the issue 

is generally framed. Whether people choose to be gay or biological factors intervene, a cause of 

the homosexual “condition” is sought. This dynamic illustrates the interplay between 

traditionalism, modernism, and postmodernism in our culture. The religious traditions, 

Christianity in particular, have generally condemned homosexual acts throughout history, 

although this was often due to an overall disapproval of sexxix (Catechism, 2357; Parrinder, 1996, 

p. 20, 163, 186; Shannahan, 2009). Occult traditions have also given preference to the polarity of 

heterosexual relationships and sometimes denounced homosexuality outright (Faerywolf, n.d.; 

Weor, 1950b, p. 23). Although modernism did not put much faith in God’s decrees of 

homosexual sin, science initially framed homosexuality as a disease, which was not completely 

removed from the DSM until 1986 (Herek, 2009). Going back to our discussion of ethical 

intuitionism, it is hard to say whether science changed popular opinion on homosexuality or 

popular opinion on homosexuality changed science. What is clear is that beginning with Alfred 

Kinsey’s surveys of American sexual behavior, homosexuality began to be accepted as more 

common then previously thought, a first step to it being considered normal. 

 There is data pointing to both biological and environmental factors as predictors for 

homosexuality (Carter, 1998, p. 73; Kirkpatrick, 2000, p. 390). Theories of the evolutionary 

fitness of homosexuality for the health of a group have been proposed, as well as evidence of 
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homosexual bonds in animals (McDonald Pavelka, 1995, p. 22; Mooallem, 2010; Wright, 1994, 

p. 385). This evidence bolsters a modern, secular case for the objective existence of an intrinsic 

homosexual orientation, which should be protected by law.  

The gay rights movement was modeled on the civil rights movement from the outset. 

From 1968, “We want recognition for our simple human rights, just like Negroes, Jews, and 

women” (Krim, 1999, p. 468). Or from 1969, “In essential ways, my homosexual needs have 

made me a nigger” (Goodman, 1999, p. 486). Even Huey Newton of the Black Panthers, 

compared the two movements (Escoffier, 1999, p. 495). Today, the “Human Rights Campaign” 

works exclusively on queer issues, with the ACLU and Amnesty International dedicating their 

own campaigns to the cause. Thus, homosexuality went from being a sin to a value-neutral 

biological fact worthy of legal protection in just a few decades.  

 This brings us to the second question: does it matter how homosexuality works? My 

answer would be no. Reifying sexual orientation as identity through science has created a host of 

problems which will begin to unfold as gay marriage becomes legal in more places. The first 

problem hinges on the issues of fluidity in orientation. In their book, Love the Sin, Janet R. 

Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini outline how religious values have underpinned U.S. case law on 

sexuality, a foundation which would be inadmissible on any other issue (2004, p. 4). Indeed, 

much of the rhetoric on gay rights comes back to religion, but by appealing to science, activists 

have attempted to sidestep the moral question altogether, making orientation an immutable 

physical essence. Jakobsen and Pellegrini assert that “civil inclusion and protection from 

discrimination should not hinge on whether or not we were ‘born that way’ –no matter who ‘we’ 

are” (2004, p. 101). They play on the link between sex and religion in suggesting a “free 

exercise” approach to sex which would require a “disestablishment” of the official sexual 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 97 
 

orientation of America: heterosexuality (p. 116). At issue is the mainstream gay rights 

movement’s bid at normalcy. Monogamous gays and lesbians may be ushered into the circle of 

the sanctioned, leaving the “others” on the outside of the deviant fence. By shifting the 

protection from a particular sexual identity (monogamous homosexuality) to free exercise of 

sexuality, this would be avoided.   

 The core of Jakobsen and Pellegrini’s argument is similar to Wilber’s regarding sex and 

modernity; “worrying about sex becomes a way not to worry (or even think about) other pressing 

issues” (Jakobsen & Pellegrini, 2004, p. 10). While it may seem odd coming from the author of a 

Master’s thesis on sexual ethics, I agree. Jakobsen and Pellegrini advocate the disestablishment 

of state sponsored relationships: the abolition of marriage (2004, p. 143). In order to understand 

why this might be a viable solution to the gay marriage impasse, it is necessary to address the 

slippery slope argument.  

 Slippery slopes. 

 Same-sex partners can already live together, adopt children, and have registered 

partnerships in many places, so why the fuss over marriage? I had to ask myself this question in 

the wake of Prop 8 in California, which banned gay marriage in 2008. Although some 

progressives tend to blame the blockage of gay marriage on the Religious Right (citing Biblical 

prohibitions and the like), I had a hard time believing there are enough conservative Christians in 

California to block Prop 8. Confirming my suspicions, the LA Times reported that white 

Democrats may have been the crucial set of voters to tip the scale in favor of the ban (Fleischer, 

2010). So why did so many moderate voters vote for Prop 8? 
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 The conclusion I have settled on is the fear of the slippery slope (Kurtz, 2003). The 

argument is that if gays can marry, why can’t three people get married? Why can’t I marry my 

Great Dane? Gay marriage will lead to polygamy and bestiality! A complete breakdown of 

morality and society with it! These wild images are easy enough for progressives to brush off as 

the crazy Evangelicals going off the deep end again. The problem for progressives is that the 

conservatives are right this time. Every sexual minority group under the sun is quite literally 

poised to demand their sexual equality in the wake of gay marriage. Polyamorous folks say, “We 

are the next generation after the gay and transgender communities” (Donaldson James, 2009). 

Some have argued that poly-marriage would allow “practicing” bisexuals to be married 

(Stranahan, 2009). Zoophiles are seeking expanded rights and decriminalization of their practices 

(Bering, 2010; Equality For All, 2010).  Even “a new, more balanced public policy regarding 

intergenerational sexual contact” has been proposed on multiple fronts (Morahan, 2003; Nelson, 

1989; Rubin, 1981/2003, p. 270).  

 Unlike other minority sexual orientations, there has been considerable research on 

pedophilia, most of which suggests that attraction to children is no more a choice than any other 

sexual orientation. Abnormal amgygdala activation, childhood brain injury, and genetics have 

been linked to pedophilia (Blanchard et al., 2003; Briken, Hill, & Berner, 2007; Sartorius et al., 

2007; Schiffer et al., 2008). Furthermore, heterosexual male hebephiles, who are sexually 

interested in female children around the age of puberty, are normal from an evolutionary 

perspective because these girls are entering their fertile years (Bering, 2009; Wright, 1994, p. 

65). Just as homosexuality was shown to be determined rather than chosen, the same may be true 

of other deviant orientations. If we cannot discriminate against homosexuals, why can we 

discriminate against people with other innate preferences? Some conservatives would have us 
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draw the line in the sand: marriage is between a man and a woman (good luck defining “man” 

and “woman,” but that’s another story). 

 The immutability or “born that way” argument has other problems, namely it does not 

seem to be accurate for everyone (Jakobsen & Pellegrini, 2004, p. 96). Early feminists advanced 

the idea that, “until all women are lesbians there will be no true political revolution,” presenting 

lesbianism as a deliberate choice (Johnston, 1973/1999, 505; Shelley, 1969/1999, p. 498). In 

1948, the Kinsey scale introduced the idea of a spectrum of 

sexuality, ranging from exclusively heterosexual to 

exclusively homosexual (Kinsey Institute, 2010). It has been 

suggested that far more people are attracted to both genders, 

at least some of the time, than can easily be accounted for in 

a binary gay/straight scientistic model (Morgan, 2010).  A 

deterministic, immutable view of sexual orientation does not 

seem incontestably accurate or even particularly helpful when we expand the scope beyond 

monogamous homosexuals.  

 There is another way. Acknowledging the conservative fear of the slippery slope and 

addressing it would go a long way in defusing tension over gay marriage. The slippery slope is 

real, in the sense that sexual minorities other than homosexuals want equal rights. Just because 

the slippery slope is real does not mean that it is necessarily bad or that we should stop all efforts 

to expand sexual rights. We should be protecting the free exercise of sexuality rather than 

creating institutional incentives for particular forms of relationship. Abolishing state marriage 

and allowing couples (or triads or whom/whatever) to arrange their own commitment ceremonies 

What is the youngest person you 
have been attracted to or 

fantasized about? 

Is your sexual orientation limited 
by gender, race, weight, class, or 

species? 

What makes some orientations 
wrong? 

 

 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 100 
 

is one highly complicated option, which would require more research to determine its viability. 

In the meantime, expanding rights to some by legalizing gay marriage is a consequentialist move 

in the right direction 

The crux of this issue is that legality and morality do not necessarily overlap. Our 

institutions help form our ideas of what is “normal” and “right” shaping our preferences and 

behaviors, as with the disgust response. Legal benefits for heterosexual married couples establish 

an official orientation in reference to which we are socialized into roles as conformists or anti-

conformists. As we saw in the discussion of Left and Right Hand techniques, the sanctioned and 

the forbidden depend on each other for their very definition. Sociologists have recognized this in 

theories of deviance. As Kai T. Erikson puts it: 

Perhaps we can conclude, then, that two separate yet often competing 

currents are found in any society: those forces which promote a high 

degree of conformity among the people of the community so that they 

know what to expect from one another, and those forces which 

encourage a certain degree of diversity so that people can be deployed 

across the range of group space to survey its potential, measure its 

capacity, and in the case of those we call deviants, patrol its boundaries 

(1966/1994, p. 38). 

Homosexuals were once considered to be deviants, on the outskirts of sanctioned society. As 

they gain visibility and rights, the next ring around the border of “normal” orienation begins to 

clamour for acceptance. Sociology distinguishes between ends and means, just like ethics. There 

are culturally sanctioned goals and culturally sanctioned means (Merton, 1968/1994, p. 115). 

Modernism has left us with an emphasis on My Will as an ends, primarily because it recognizes 

no great Thy. The modernist obsession with sex is a symptom of this. A lack of purpose throws 

us into what Emile Durkheim called anomie:  without boundaries and direction we are doomed 
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to unhappiness. Echoing Wilber’s assessment of modern sex, Durkheim says, “A thirst arises for 

novelties, unfamiliar pleasures, nameless sensations, all of which lose their savor once known” 

(1951/1994, p. 111). This state sounds eerily similar to the raunch culture we find ourselves in 

today, with its constant supply of ever-stranger porn.  C.S. Lewis might have likened this state to 

the work of Satan’s demons:  

As this condition becomes more fully established, you will be gradually 

freed from the tiresome business of providing Pleasures as temptations… 

as habit renders the pleasures of vanity and excitement and flippancy at 

once less pleasant and harder to forgo (for that is what habit fortunately 

does to a pleasure) you will find that anything or nothing is sufficient to 

attract his wandering attention. You no longer need a good book, which 

he really likes, to keep him from his prayers or his work or his sleep; a 

column of advertisements in yesterday's paper will do. You can make 

him waste his time not only in conversation he enjoys with people whom 

he likes, but in conversations with those he cares nothing about on 

subjects that bore him. You can make him do nothing at all for long 

periods. You can keep him up late at night, not roistering, but staring at a 

dead fire in a cold room…. at last he may say… "I now see that I spent 

most of my life in doing neither what I ought nor what I liked" 

(1942/2001, p. 59-60). 

Without a recognition of spirituality, modernism has left us grasping at “success” as our ultimate 

goal, a goal which, by definition is only achievable for a few people at the top. Where there is 

disparity between sanctioned ends and sanctioned means, we can expect deviance (Merton, 

1968/1994, p. 117). Where ends are abandoned, we have the case of anomie as described by 

Lewis and Durkheim. This can be seen in a mindless repetition of unsatisfying behaviors.  

 Research on the sexual fantasies of child molesters who are also attracted to adults shows 

that they are more likely to fantasize about children when they are in a negative mood state and 
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that their acting out worsens their mood, in a cyclical pattern (Looman, 1995). Mood has also 

been linked to helping behavior; the better we feel, the more likely we are to help a stranger 

(Pizarro, 2000, p. 357). When we feel hopeless and unhappy, we are more likely to polarize 

toward Evil in our subjective choices. This means that in order for people to do good, they 

have to feel good; we must allow some breadth for sexual orientations that we find odd and even 

disgusting. When it comes to sexual attraction, rather than legislating a very specific relationship 

model as ideal, we can establish cultural criteria for acceptable orientation which leaves the 

means to achieving intercourse fairly open, while maintaining hard boundaries for what is not 

acceptable. 

 Reducing the scientistic bias in sexual orientation is the first step to decoupling 

orientation from identity, which can be just another way for the ego to “delineate” itself (Warner, 

2010, p. 198). Reemphasizing behavior, rather than attraction, gives people the opportunity to 

change and grow. As we enter the stage of self-authorship, often as young adults, non-

conformity to dominant norms becomes attractive (Forman, 2010, p. 132). This can be seen in 

our sexual culture with the rise of BDSM themes in popular media, barebacking (unprotected 

anal sex between gay men), and more young people identifying as bisexual (Fahs, 2009; Holmes, 

O’Byrne, & Gastaldo, 2006; Rudder, 2010; Weiss, 2006). All of these activities indicate a 

greater willingness to explore “deviant” means of achieving intercourse, which can be “an 

ongoing process of finding, building, testing, validating, and expressing the self” (Cohen, 

1965/1994, p. 179). This mirrors an existential position of radical self-authorship in the face of 

the death of God. Reemphasizing the spiritual interiority of the individual as the product of our 

choices, rather than a biologically determined sexual identity, allows for both more freedom and 

responsibility in the execution of intercourse. As we move beyond 1st person sexual experiences 
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into contact with another, an understanding of the self-authoring element of choice grants us 

ownership over our own lives. It allows us to make distinctions between right and wrong 

partnering choices in a way that biological determinism does not. Rather than protecting 

particular sexual identities (e.g. straight, gay, bisexual) we can protect the right to exercise 

sexuality freely within certain perimeters. 

Ends in intercourse. 

Making out with people I hardly know are alive 

I can’t believe what I do late at night 

-Nada Surf, “Inside of Love” 

 

 As discussed earlier, intercourse is primarily the pursuit of connection between multiple 

interiors. I seek to know your subjective experience and hope to have you know mine. Given this 

definition, we would first expect that there is an interiority to be known. Throughout the 

literature on sexuality, the “irreducibility of humans” is paramount to determining ethical sex 

(Belliotti, 1993, p. 87). Put another way, “things are not to be loved as if they were persons, and 

persons are not to be loved as if they were things” (Farley, 2007, p. 198). Where actual things are 

involved (e.g. vibrators, Real Dolls, pornographic images), we are actually dealing with 1st 

person sex: masturbation. The ethics of masturbation have already been discussed. 

 This is not to say that objects lack interiority. As Integral Theory outlines, everything has 

an interior. However, when people are sexually attracted to objects, like Real Dolls or public 

monuments in the case of objectum sexual, it seems to be precisely the lack of depth that entices 

them (Independent, 2008; Roderick, 2001).  
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 When we treat a person as a thing, we are objectifying him or experiencing lust. Lust is 

“a craving for sexual pleasure without any real affective response to, union with, or affirmation 

of the other” (Farley, 2007, p. 171). When I objectify you, I have made you into an entirely life-

like sex doll with which I may masturbate. Masturbation has its time and place. Much has been 

made of “hooking up,” (sex without commitment) among young adults, however I would liken 

this to a form of innercourse in which an explicit agreement has been made between partners to 

essentially use each other as exploratory objects (Grello & Welsh, 2006; Wilson, 2009). Many 

times, even between committed partners, sex looks more like hooking up than meaningful 

intercourse. Again, the rules of masturbation would apply for the individual, provided that other 

party truly consented to be objectified (Marino, 2008). Given that hook-up culture is often seated 

within raunch culture, wherein young women have been socialized to objectify themselves, and 

drugs or alcohol are often involved, I would say that the majority of real-life hook-ups are 

probably not Good sex. Furthermore, there is evidence that an increase in hook-ups is correlated 

to an increase in depression and regret in young women, like the cycle of child molesters 

mentioned earlier (Grello & Welsh, 2006, p. 261).  

 The worse we feel, the worse we behave, by our own standards. Although we can 

imagine cases where mutual objectification would be permissible, this would seem to require a 

self-authoring capacity, which most young people have not stabilized. Just as the culture of older 

women liberating themselves by pole dancing may have had negative effects on the youth who 

are socialized into that milieu, a culture of mutual objectification seems to be having the same 

results.  
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 Good sexual attraction is one that can be reciprocal, one for which conscious intercourse 

is possible (Berthrong, 2004). Hook-up culture has arisen out of a permission to act upon lust. 

When this form of innercourse occurs between self-authoring, consenting adults, it may be 

rewarding and enriching for both parties. When it occurs between drunken college students 

conforming to standards set by pornography, it is probably not good for anyone involved. This is 

the problem with a deontological view of sexuality which says if you consent and if you use 

protection, anything goes: safe sex = Good Sex.  

 The flatland view of sexuality has been coupled with raunch culture for very unfulfilling 

results.  A consequentialist perspective, which reemphasizes actual pleasure (rather than feigned, 

porn-style posturing) would cure many of the problems of “hook-up culture,” at least on the side 

of young women. Reciprocity is only possible when both parties are capable of enjoyment and 

vulnerability in the act of intercourse. Hooking-up is largely an agreement to use one another 

instrumentally for innercourse, masturbating with another person’s body. As J. Krishnmurti says: 

When you use another for your need, physically or psychologically, in 

actuality there is no relationship at all; you really have no contact with 

the other, no communion with the other. How can you have communion 

with the other, when the other is used as a piece of furniture, for your 

convenience and comfort? (1992, p. 45) 

There may be times when consensual, exploratory, simultaneous innercourse is a 

developmentally appropriate Good action, however drunken sex between strangers does not quite 

fit the bill.  

 A parity of development and power is required for ethical partnerships. While 

citizens in modern societies can waive their right to be respected as total human beings in order 
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to enjoy sexual encounters, Integral sexual ethics holds that we must be capable of making that 

choice; we must be self-authoring. Children and the mentally disabled are off limits because 

mutual intercourse is not possible. This is not to say these groups may not be sexual within their 

respective communities, but that highly functioning adults should not attempt sexual 

relationships with them. Relationships between teachers and students or employers and 

employees are similarly unethical. So much of the argument for polarization hinges on the 

capacity for self-reflection and self-authorship, which many adults do not possess; up to 70% 

may not be capable of true self-authorship (Kegan & Lahey, 2009, p. 28). Jean Paul Sartre 

advanced the idea that “one ought always to ask oneself what would happen if everyone did as 

one is doing” (1946/2004, p. 351). If we have the capacity for self-authorship we must then 

accept the responsibility of cultural authorship. In other words, our behavior defines the norms 

that the next generation will take to be given.  

 Protecting the greatest depth for the greatest span requires us to consider ends, means, 

and personal polarization (virtue) as not only an individual endeavor, but as the construction of 

culture. Bader points to the negotiation between ruthlessness and intimacy in sex as a major 

stumbling block (2002, p. 33). In order to achieve our own pleasure, we must have a degree of 

ruthlessness, but in order to achieve intercourse, we must have intimacy. Too much intimacy, in 

the sense of concern and attention on the other, can decrease my own pleasure. Too much focus 

on my own pleasure and I risk objectifying my partner and slipping into masturbatory 

solipsismxx.  

 Where my depth of consciousness is disproportionate to yours, the parity necessary for 

true mutuality is not possible. As perversity researcher Supervert puts it: 
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If anything prevents reciprocity, it is a more fundamental lack of parity. 

Homosexuality is not perverse because two adults have the equality to 

engage in a reciprocal relation. But what parity can exist between an 

adult pedophile and a child? Children may have sexual curiosity and they 

may play games that mimic the erotic behavior of adults. But these 

games are just that–games…. But when an adult takes advantage of the 

sexual curiosity of child, it violates the principle of parity. It’s as though 

a child offers you a pretend dessert, an empty plastic plate that he says is 

full of cake, and you go after it with a real fork (2010, p. 40).  

The more parity of depth, the more Good the orientation. We are attracted to bodies that signify a 

certain level of depth. If we are incapable or unwilling to be reciprocally vulnerable with a peer, 

we may prefer to be commeasurably vulnerable with a child, a horse, or the Eiffel Tower. In each 

of these cases there is less depth and thus less variables in our interactions. My consciousness is 

able to take up more space and stay in control.  

 There are those who would argue that children and animals in particular do have parity 

with adult humans. The term “intergenerational sex” has gained currency lately, taking the edge 

off the demonizing “pedophile”. Researchers have found that some children are not traumatized 

by sexual contact with adults and may even consider the experience positive (Clancy, 2010; 

Nelson, 1989). Likewise, sex with animals may be thought to do “no harm to anyone else” and 

detractors can be accused of speciesism, or privileging the human species over all others 

(Miletski, 2006, p. 11). Animals are considered to have complex subjective experiences, which 

may include meaningful intercourse (not necessarily physical) with humans (Smuts, 2001). 

Consider this account of a “seemingly well-adjusted” male zoophile’s first sexual intercourse 

with a mare: 
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When that black mare finally just stood there quietly while I cuddled and 

caressed her, when she lifted her tail up and to the side when I stroked 

the root of it, and when she left it there, and stood quietly while I 

climbed on a bucket, then, breathlessly, electrically, warmly, I slipped 

inside her, it was a moment of sheer peace and harmony, it felt so right, it 

was an epiphany (Bering, 2010, p.3).  

If sexual orientation is not a matter of choice and the mare has, apparently, consented to  

intercourse, who are we to judge? What makes this act wrong? Maybe nothing. I am not 

suggesting that parity of depth is an absolute requirement for every sexual encounter. Even if we 

could accurately measure depth in ourselves and another, and both parties were similarly present 

and engaged, our bodies might fail to respond. Not everyone finds equality of depth sexy. And 

that’s ok. An Integral ethics recognizes a spectrum of Goodness (Figure 7), in this case mutuality 

is the ideal that we might work toward. Even if we agree that “for sex to be virtuous it must be 

unitive,” it is likely that not every sex act will be “virtuous”; some will be neutral and some will 

be downright unvirtuous (Keenan, 2010, p. 152). A partnership may have more or less parity, 

making it better or worse, with only the most unacceptable orientations being entirely off limits. 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Telos of Integral Ethics 

Parity is a deontological marker that can help us move toward mutuality; however, exact 

parity is probably not possible. A focus on personal polarization has me working toward 

mutuality in my own relationship, rather than judging others. There very well may be more 
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mutual exchange of consciousness in the zoophile’s encounter with the mare than a mechanical, 

obligatory sex between heterosexual, married, Nobel Prize winners. If I am to tired, drunk, or 

upset to function at the full depth of my own consciousness, while you are fully present, we do 

not have parity of depth in that moment. The point is that true mutuality is less likely as disparity 

of depth increases. We ought to orient ourselves toward mutual intercourse, where we have the 

potential to share as much of our depth as possible. 

Configuration 

 Orientation addressed who (or what) we may engage with sexually. Configuration 

addresses what those partnerships look like. What sort of commitment should we make to our 

sexual partners? Are we connected for one night or for a lifetime? Should we have one partner or 

many? Configuration is an explicit negotiation between depth and span. The more committed I 

am to one person, the more depth we share. The less committed I am to one person, the greater 

variety of span I may explore. What is Good sexual configuration? 

Historically, for the next generation to survive, society must be relatively stable and the 

family unit with it. Marriage of some variety is found in every human culture on record (Wright, 

1994, p. 57). Evolutionary psychology points to the domesticating effects of marriage on the 

male population and the increased survival rates of infants whose fathers are invested in their 

care (Wright, 1994, p. 100). Evolution has selected for familial bonding to emerge and create a 

beneficial environment for babies to grow into. What were unconscious drives of caretaking in 

our primate ancestors, have become deliberate goals in human societies. Institutions of power, 

from the Church to the State, have seen the family as a regulatory unit, creating officially 

sanctioned relationship models. Psychology has looked to the family to explain our behaviors 
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and medicine is increasingly interested in the genetic causes of disease. In examining goals for 

sexual configuration, we can first turn to the politics of procreation. 

In the West, sex was (and is) officially sanctioned by the Church through the sacrament 

of marriage and sex outside of marriage was considered a sin (Belliotti, 1993, p. 34; Catechism 

2391). Theologians have differed on their reasons for regulating sex through marriage, ranging 

from an Augustinian view that “there is some evil in all sexual intercourse” to a Protestant view 

of marriage as a remedy for an excess of sexual desire; Christianity in its various forms required 

marriage for sex to be considered Good (Farley, 2007, p. 41-45).  

Sex was redeemed by the potential results: a child raised by a loving family. Although 

there have been libertines all along, only with the development of effective contraception, 

notably the pill, could sex become unhitched from procreation in greater society (Canavan, 

1965/1999, p. 32). Intimacy and love took over as appropriate interpersonal goals for sex and, 

with the research of Masters and Johnson leading the 

way, physical pleasure (orgasm) became the objective 

goal of sex (Farley, 2007, p. 162). Where procreation 

within marriage was once the only officially Good 

consequence of sexxxi, now intimacy and pleasure have 

been sanctioned by another authoritative body: Science. The result of this new emphasis on 

intimacy and orgasm has been that procreation is “often relegated to something almost extrinsic 

to sexual love and activity” (Farley, 2007, p. 163). We have effectively divorced sex from 

procreation, not only technologically, but culturally. This has allowed for deviant orientations 

and configurations to make their bids for cultural acceptance. 

What did your family’s religious 
tradition teach you about sex? 

How much do those teachings 
influence your attitudes today? 
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Despite the modern distancing of sex from procreation, the ideal of lifelong monogamy is 

still the dominant norm in American culture. Consequently, much has been made recently of 20-

somethings’ apparent inability (or unwillingness) to commit, to a relationship or anything else 

(Marantz Henig, 2010). Among sexually experienced adolescents ages 12-21, 70-85% reported 

having casual sex within the last year (Grello & Welsh, 2006, p. 255). A period of sex without 

commitment is largely tolerated, but at some point we are expected to settle down, get married, 

and have kids.  

From a developmental psychology perspective, the trajectory of “pleasure-seeking” to 

“commitment-to-another” seems right on track. As we develop, our capacity for concern expands 

from egocentric desire, to include others. As we move into a conformist stage (3), we gain 

distance from our own emotions and impulses and begin to identify with our social role (Forman, 

2010, p. 121). Pressure to marry creates a social role of care and concern for another. With the 

conventional-interpersonal (3/4) stage of development, comes more intensity of emotion in 

relationships, which are less defined by social roles than in the previous stage (Forman, 2010, p. 

126). We do not get married because we have to, but because we want to (wants that were 

largely culturally determined in childhood). Even as self-authoring capacities develop (4), people 

“will not tend to be largely unconventional in their responses to life” (Forman, 2010, p. 130). As 

discussed in the section on ethical intuitionism, this may be due to reason’s function in 

explaining and justifying what we already want to do; we are able to rationalize our culturally 

embedded desire to marry. 

Psychology shows us that most people are not going to move much beyond conventional 

lifestyle choices even when they have developed beyond conventional stages. Just as 
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homosexuality was a deviant behavior at one time, alternate sexual configurations are deviant 

today. There is a social and psychological imperative for people to learn to form deep, lasting 

bonds with another person. This state of commitment to another person can be considered a 

conventional configuration. In pre-conventional relationships, ruthlessness is the only factor; My 

Will, my pleasure, is all that counts. Marriage socializes us into intimacy so that at the 

conventional stage of relationship, sex is used to stabilize the relationship, rather than to achieve 

personal states (Masters, 2007, p. 196). Pre-conventional sex serves me, conventional sex serves 

us, post-conventional sex serves something higher than either me or we; it may serve God as the 

physical expression of Love.  

Sex and Spirit. 

You get me closer to God. 

 -Nine Inch Nails, Closer 

 

The potential for spirituality in sex is widely reported, in the traditions as well as in 

contemporary psychology. From the Kama Sutra to Taoist sex manuals, sexual instruction has 

been ritualized (Parrinder, 1996, p. 35, 86). Tantra seeks to harness sexual energy as fuel for 

realization (Parrinder, 1996, p. 36). Jenny Wade has investigated spontaneous spiritual-sexual 

experiences, in which people report “loss of self boundaries,” “oneness with all life,” and 

“encounters with spirit guides and suprahuman beings” (Wade, 1998, p. 38; Wade, 2000).  

Wade’s research points to the spiritual states that are available to us during sex, which 

may occur spontaneously at any level of development. Other writers emphasize reifying those 

spiritual states as more permanent relational stages. Forming this spiritual consistency in sex 

aligns with the Christian tradition where “the physical intimacy of spouses becomes a sign and 
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pledge of spiritual communion” (Catechism 2360). Robert Augustus Masters points out that 

sexual states can keep us in an abusive relationship when interpreted as God’s approval of the 

relationship (2007, p. 33). He describes post-conventional relating (his “being-centered”) as 

transcending and including the earlier stages, thus negotiating both ruthlessness and intimacy 

(2007, p. 3). David Deida describes a stage of relating which includes both autonomy and 

communion, allowing us to “trust, surrender, and be lived open as love” (2005, p. 142). Post-

conventional sex offers us possibility of pleasure in union with another, rather than privileging 

either pleasure or union. As we have already discussed, parity is an important ingredient for 

union, an idea which is accepted by most writers on the subject. Post-conventional configuration 

is more controversial. 

Open relating. 

Masters and Deida both recommend monogamy, with Masters going so far as saying, 

“Monogamy now is not a choice, but a profoundly obvious and sacred given” (Deida, n.d.; 

Masters, 2007, p. 7).  On the other hand, Jorge Ferrer has suggested that in open relationships, 

“as jealousy dissolves, universal compassion and unconditional love become more easily 

available to the individual” (2009). Ferrer draws on the experiences of polyfidelity pioneers, the 

Kerista Community which believed, “jealousy is an obsolete emotion. It may even be 

endangering our very survival by preventing people from getting close to one another and living 

cooperatively” (Tye, 1984, p. 37). Polyamory is also presented as way to subvert the capitalistic 

structures of monogamy among anarchist activists (Kermit, 2010).  
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Catholic Marriage Prep 

 The Oakland diocese requires 

engaged couples to go through a 

marriage prep workshop before their 

wedding. Andy and I attended this 

workshop on Sep 25 & 26, 2010. 

Virtually all of the couples in our class 

were already living together and some 

had been together for over 10 years. 

When the priest arrived for confession, I 

expressed my confusion with the general 

disregard for the Church’s teachings on 

sex before marriage. Should you confess 

something you are not sure is a sin? 

Should you confess something you think 

might be a sin, but have no intention of 

stopping? He said that God would 

appreciate my honesty and that the 

Church does not make up rules out of 

thin air, so I should investigate the 

teachings further for myself. He also said 

that my fiancé and I are free to live 

together as “brother and sister” until the 

wedding.  

  

Defining post-conventional relating is 

problematic, first of all, because it seems that not 

many people have gotten conventional relating 

right. Around 1960, the number of divorces in 

American shot up from 400,000, leveling off at 

1,200,000 in 1980, where it hovered through 1990 

(Clarke, 1995, p. 2). Although the divorce rate rose 

in the 20th century, so have life expectancies; in 

colonial America the average length of a marriage 

was less than 12 years because of high morality 

rates (Coontz, 1992, p. 10). A life-long marriage 

today is a very different proposition than it was in 

the past. Contemporary serial monogamy, or one 

partner at a time, is not quite the same as “till death 

do us part”. Infidelity in marriage is rising for 

couples in their twenties, perhaps a reflection of hook-up habits proving hard to break (Parker-

Pope, 2008; Schaeffer Riley, 2008).  High profile cases of infidelity such as Tiger Woods’ and 

Sandra Bullock’s husband, Jesse James’, continue to put the strains of monogamy in the 

spotlight. Interestingly, even Robert Augustus Masters had only been married for about a year 

when his defense of spiritual monogamy was published (Masters, 2007, p. 272). The ideal of 

waiting for sex until marriage, having sex with only your spouse, and staying married may never 

have been practiced on a wide scale, but it is not even considered the norm anymore in secular 

American culture. If we intend to usher people into conventional sexual relating, a rehabilitation 
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My Experience 

 For most of our first year 

together, Andy and I had an open 

relationship. During the time, we learned 

a lot about ourselves and sex-positive 

culture. I found that my own relationship 

with Andy’s secondary partners had a 

big effect on my attitude toward 

polyamory in general. If I didn’t like her, it 

felt horrible. If I liked her, it wasn’t such a 

big deal. I also noticed that for us and 

among friends in heterosexual open 

partnerships, the males generally had 

significantly more partners than the 

females. This did not sit well with me and 

mirrors behavior that Ariel Levy 

described among adolescent girls, “sex 

was something you did to fit in more than 

something you did for pleasure” (2006, p. 

154). This dynamic was probably at play 

at times in our open relationship. In the 

larger SF sex-positive community, I have 

noticed that polyamory carries a certain 

anti-establishment air of coolness. It is 

like sex-positive street cred. I expect that 

“hook-up” culture in America will morph 

into “polyamory,” accompanied with the 

literature to back up its purported post-

conventionality.  

  

of conventional monogamy will be in order, combined with an understanding of post-

conventional relating.  

For mature adults, on their second or third 

marriage, to recommend monogamy to young 

people seems hypocritical. The ideal that we are 

being held to seems to not exist. Not in popular 

culture, not in history, not in our everyday 

experience do we find many equal partners who 

are happily committed and faithful to one person 

from the time they become sexually active until 

death. From a psychological perspective, 

conventional relating is important because it takes 

us out of ourselves and invests us in the happiness 

of another; I grow beyond myself because I love 

you. The more we engage in intercourse, the more 

we share subjectivities, the more connected and 

bonded we become. A steady, happy pair-bond 

has also been shown to offer health benefits, 

including lower risk of heart attack and cancer, 

perhaps due to the regulatory effects of limbic 

resonance in mammalian physiology (Lewis, 

Amini, & Lannon, 2000, p. 85; Parker-Pope, 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 116 
 

2010, p. 47  That shared depth also helps to keep me invested in society, in the world (which is 

why many strict spiritual traditions demand celibacy). Hook-up culture avoids the problems of 

depth altogether, settling for innercourse, exploring myself by acquiring span through sexual 

variety. Innercourse is important. Span is important. Unfortunately in the mono/poly binary we 

are forced to have one or the other. Serial monogamy cheats us out of both depth and span. When 

the going gets tough, when we are penetrating enough depth to really stir up the shadow, the 

tough get going… on to the next “monogamous” partner with whom we do not have sufficient 

mutuality to have those depths disturbed. An Integral approach requires us to transcend and 

include traditional forms of monogamy; as Roger Walsh puts it, “Normality is not the ceiling of 

human possibilities” (2009, p. 14). Serial monogamy is the worst of both worlds, and I would 

argue a regression to pre-conventional relating rather than a move toward post-conventional. 

This is not to advocate a ban on divorce, for unless we have a choice, we cannot do the right 

thing, as with abortion. 

The Good of conventional relating is the capacity for shared depth. It is the 

commitment to love one person no matter what: unconditional love. Barring true abuse, we 

ought to reemphasize lifetime partnership rather than sexual exclusivity in conventional relating. 

Sexual exclusivity is probably necessary for most couples to trust one another enough to be 

deeply vulnerable and create the lasting bonds I am recommending, which is, I think, Deida and 

Masters’ point. Deep intercourse requires complete attention on one partner. The depth of 

connection that a couple can foster over a lifetime is one part of the effort to honor depth and 

span. However, as Ferrer and the Keristans point out, we do not necessarily have to sacrifice 

depth for span; in fact the ability to enjoy a bit more span in intercourse might be a sign of solid, 

hard-won intimacy of depth. By committing to one life-partner, through thick and thin, sickness 
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and health, open and closed sexual configurations, we are including the best of conventional 

relating while being available to the best of post-conventional relating: depth and span. 

To those familiar with polyamory, it may sound like I am simply reiterating the need for 

a primary partner, and in a way, I am. The difference is that many primary partnerships arise 

from the serial-monogamist model that dominates the rest of conventional culture. Where this is 

the case, many open relationships today are more pre-conventional, in the sense of having one’s 

cake and eating it too, rather than post-conventional. Masters says, “multiple-partnering 

generally avoids (and is a distraction from) attachment” (2007, p. 15). I agree. Until we are 

firmly, deeply attached to one person, until we can truly love one person unconditionally, how 

can we expect to love another? Masters also suggests that we not repress our urges for multiple 

partners, but that we outgrow them (2007, p. 17). To me, he is describing the transition from pre-

conventional hook-up culture, in which every relationship is open, to conventional monogamy as 

I am describing it. In the past, pre-conventional sexuality was so stifled (people were pushed into 

conventional relationships practically at the first sign of puberty) that some backslide to reclaim 

and explore pre-conventional sex is to be expected. This is likely the case of Sex In the City-era 

raunch culture. However, now that we have collectively gotten that out of our systems (do we 

really need another celebrity sex tape?) it is time to resuscitate commitment, with the richness of 

intercourse over time taking precedence over exclusivity.  As one polyfidelitous family put it, 

“Commitment is having no back doors” (UV Family, 1985).  

Post-conventional relating, built on a commitment of life-partnership, might extend the 

desire for mutuality in intercourse to others, as Ferrer suggests. Whereas the swinger lifestyle 

seeks quasi-anonymous sex precisely because the absence of depth in those encounters would 
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not rival the depth in the primary partnership, post-conventional relating would require the same 

sort of mutuality and parity of depth between all three (or four, or five…) partners as was 

required between the first two. This is not necessarily to advocate true polyfidelity (equal 

commitments among multiple partners). In order to include conventional relating, the original 

partnership would take precedence; here the virtue of chastity would be useful. Post-

conventional relating would merely allow for the possibility of supplemental intercourse, not 

necessarily of the physical variety, among trusted, mutual friends of the couple (O’Neill & 

O’Neill, 1974/2003, p. 211). In post-conventional relating the configuration through which love 

is expressed is a choice rather than an unbridled free-for-all or an uncritical default to 

convention.  

 The big caveat. 

Most of all, you’ve got to hide it from the kids. 

 -Simon & Garfunkle, “Mrs. Robinson” 

 

 There is one big (HUGE) caveat to my suggestions. It is the same question that is usually 

raised regarding any unusual sexual lifestyle: what about the children? Parents have additional 

moral concerns, and not only were sex is concerned. When there is a third party whose physical 

and psychological well-being is dependent on your behavior, you must take him or her into 

account. I believe that reemphasizing a lifetime commitment through conventional relating 

would be highly beneficial for children, bringing increased stability and focus on working 

through problems rather than putting them off. Being able to articulate the differences between 

pre-conventional sex and conventional sex without making the former wrong would also benefit 

the child’s sexual development. Assuming people are able to distinguish between pre- and post-
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conventional openness in their relationship (a big assumption), can polyamory, in any degree, be 

Good when children are involved? 

 In the literature, there are many suggestions for polyamorous parents, few of which I 

have found convincing. More telling are the experiences of polyamorous communities. The 

Kerista community initially intended to have all members of a family unit co-parent, however 

things were too complicated with just two children who predated Kerista; all Keristan men had 

vasectomies in 1983 and subsequent members were required to follow suit (Kahney, 2002; 

Kerista, n.d.). Stephen Gaskin, founder of The Farm, a Tennessee commune, began with a vision 

of group marriage in 1967, but changed to a public policy of monogamy in 1972. Gaskin’s own 

marriage become monogamous in 1984 (Kern, 1993). Still, other poly-families report being 

happy and well adjusted. Honesty with children about the lifestyle is recommended (Trask, n.d.). 

It seems that the stability and longevity of the primary partnership are key in creating a beneficial 

environment for children. Where conventional relating has truly been included in a post-

conventional lifestyle, children are probably better off, although more research is definitely 

needed.  

Practices 

 Between orientation and configuration, we have covered who we ought to engage in 

intercourse with, next we will address how. Thanks to the internet, we have templates for sex 

acts that were previously inconceivable for most people. For example, furries dress in animal 

costumes for sexual pleasure and may enjoy cartoon porn of anthropomorphized animalsxxii. 

There are over 250 members of the Bay Area Furry MeetUp and a Google search for “furry 

porn” returns over 1,400,000 results (search date Sep 21, 2010). Furries came to popular 
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attention in 2001 when Vanity Fair ran an article about the subculture. That article was followed 

by furry themed episodes of ER, The Drew Carey Show, and CSI: Crime Scene Investigation.  

MTV also aired a documentary on furries in 2002 (which is where I first learned about them) 

(Rhoades, n.d.). This media exposure prompted one furry writer to write: 

The CSI episode was one of a number of events during this decade that 

demonstrated how subcultures could be victimized, due to them not 

having the same legal protections as religions and ethnic groups. The 

media was free to foster prejudice against the community for profit, and 

anyone attacked due to that prejudice did not have protection under hate 

crime laws (Rhoades, n.d.). 

Again, we see a bid for normalcy and the comparison to historical civil rights efforts. The case of 

furries extends the drive for acceptance of sexual minorities not only to orientation and 

configuration, but to practices as well. A furry may be straight or gay, monogamous or 

polyamorous. However, his “kink” is the furriness; it is the component that arouses him. 

Following Bader’s theory of sexual fantasy, various paraphilias “find a way of turning the 

‘no’ of guilt into the ‘yes’ of pleasure” (2002, p. 33). For example, a fantasy of forced sex may 

neutralize a belief that one should not have sex by making it “not my fault”. These fantasies are 

often carried out into our real world attractions. Any sexual attraction is simply the search for 

someone who we will be able to find sexual gratification with; sometimes we have to go far 

outside of the “norm” to achieve this. When pleasure is the over-riding goal of sex, it is difficult 

to explain why this or that kink might be wrong. However, using our markers of chastity, 

mutuality, and commitment in intercourse, we may be able to sort out the paraphillic heap 

enough to make ethical recommendations. 
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Wilber’s description of sex as the only outlet left in a modernist flatland neatly describes 

our dilemma when it comes to practices. If having sex dressed in an animal costume is your only 

means of relief, who am I to cast suspicion on your lifestyle? Protecting depth means granting 

dignity and self-determination to every individual subjectivity, no matter how bizarre I find their 

choices to be. On the other hand, by establishing certain values in the center, as conventional, we 

ensure that most people will orient around those values. Today it seems that the dominant value 

in sexual practice is pleasure, a utilitarian model. Diapers, nipple clamps, fur suits, anything goes 

as long as it gets you off.  

Supervert is something of a connoisseur of perversity, collecting stories of deviance on 

the internet. He (I am fairly certain Supervert is a he) describes a sort of three stage model of 

perversion, which I will rename pre-normal, normal, and post-normal. In his studies, Supervert 

observed many instances of “bad” sex, which for all of their horror, “seemed less perverse than 

ignorant, infantile, retarded;” he adds “perversity cannot occur in ignorance” (2010, p. 26, 30). 

Similarly, Evil cannot occur in ignorance. He writes, “Perversity is when you understand the 

reasons for not doing a thing, then you do it anyway… It happens not when you do wrong, but 

when you do wrong knowing full well that it’s wrong” (2010, p. 30). Supervert asserts that 

perversion is precisely this desire to do something wrong, sometimes at great expense and effort.  

I would guess that most people engaged in unusual sexual practices are not true perverts 

in Supervert’s sense of the word, just as most people who do wrong are probably not evil. That 

said, we all have the moment of choice in which we polarize, to whatever degree available, 

toward Good. Supervert is careful not to equate perversion with evil, although I think that 

definition of perverse and my definition of evil overlap considerably. Whether we call doing the 
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wrong thing on purpose “perverse” or “evil”, someone who is stuck in pre-normal practices is 

not exercising a purposefully chosen kink, but she has yet to integrate normal sexual interaction. 

For example, this could be a person who requires simulated force in order to get aroused. A 

compulsion to bizarre sexual practices is not perverse or evil, but pre-normal. We will discuss 

ideas for integrating into “normal” sexual behavior in a later section, but first an exploration of 

post-normal kink. 

Kink. 

Dracula man, I'll get my fangs 

Horseback and I’ll get my reins 

-Ludacris, “What’s Your Fantasy?” 

 

The BDSM or kink community is in many ways a catch-all for a broad spectrum of 

kinkery. Every imaginable permutation of kink can be found in the “scene”. Large cities, like 

San Francisco, have networks of dungeons and other play-spaces where play-parties occur and 

kinksters can get together. San Francisco is also home to the world’s largest BDSM festival, the 

Folsom Street Fair, and the studio of Kink.com, a network of BDSM porn sites. Having dabbled 

in the SF kink scene, I noticed that much of the activity has nothing to do with sex, or at least, 

nothing to do with orgasm: ageplayers may take a trip to the zoo. Someone may spend an entire 

evening hung from the ceiling in elaborate bondage or locked in a box. In short, many kinky 

practices seem to be the pursuit of states of consciousness that are not necessarily orgasmic. As 

one practitioner put it: 

In many cases, the achievement of "headspace" -- that sense of entering 

into an altered state -- is a primary goal in BDSM. Sex, in many cases, is 
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not. The echo of tantric traditions can be recognized in BDSM's tendency 

to elicit sexual energy but then harness it for a use other than physical 

satiation (Cobalt, n.d.).  

Subspace (or headspace) is a common term for one of these states: 

Subspace is an altered state of awareness, one that varies from person to 

person but in which one's awareness is changed considerably. Some 

submissives become so wrapped up in the feelings, to the point that they 

become unaware of anything else (their surroundings, their individuality, 

time); others shut off completely, entering a dreamlike state in which 

they are no longer in control of their actions (D/s Seekers, 2008).  

Similar experiences are reported for Adult Babies: 

Some ABDLs [Adult Baby/Diaper Lovers] regress, that is, they get into 

the headspace of an infant…The baby headspace is, as one might expect, 

an idealized emulation. It is neither like having the mind of a real baby 

nor merely going through the motions of babyhood, but somewhere in 

between (BitterGrey, 2006).  

In both cases a particular state of consciousness is desired, orgasm being secondary or even 

gratuitous. Jenny Wade’s research on spiritual experience in sex mirrors the descriptions of kink-

induced headspace: 

In these states… the ordinary sense of time, space, and/or agency… is 

transcended. Furthermore, the altered state includes an awareness of the 

lover, if only as a conduit, and is rooted in the union of the two during 

sex. These altered states appear to be more or less independent of 

orgasm, which is considered a discrete state of its own… orgasm was 

either a nonevent or a problem relative to the transcendent sexual state… 

a somewhat irritating distraction (2000, p. 107). 

Clearly, in these cases more than simple sexual pleasure is at work. While some unusual sex 

practices may be mechanisms to achieve orgasm, as Bader suggests, it seems that other practices 
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cultivate states that are not related to genital sensation at all. In the case of BDSM, these 

practices require trust and care, one motto being “safe, sane, and consensual”. Aftercare is 

recommended, where a Dominant stays with the submissive until he or she is fully returned to 

normal functioning. Within the BDSM world, Dominants are encouraged to hone their 

techniques to assist in achievement of and safe comedown from subspace. 

 If a non-sexual technique, like say flogging, is used to achieve a non-sexual state, what 

makes it sex? My sense is that there are many practices that we have associated with sex, that 

really are not sex, in any ordinary sense. We might say that flogging to achieve an endorphin 

high is a form of intercourse, but it is not sexual intercourse. I think these practices have been 

overly associated with sex because sex is the only domain in which modernity can make sense of 

them.  

 Mortification of the flesh is a centuries old spiritual practice that many spiritual 

practitioners, including Pope John Paul II, have engaged in (Wooden, 2001). Many kinks are 

more like spiritual practice than they are like sex. We have sexualized them because we have no 

other way of categorizing transcendent experience within a scientistic context. One exception 

would be the drug experience, which is also similar to BDSM. An obsessive pursuit of any state, 

be it a drug high, subspace, or orgasm, can be pathological. When a My Will orientation in the 

form of the pursuit of particular states supercedes the recognition of another’s dignity as a 

subject, I run the risk of using them as instruments of pleasure. Supervert says, “The pervert 

would mortgage humankind for his kink” (2010, p. 42). My obsession with a particular state 

experience can also be used by others to “stimulate consumer desire” within the capitalist 

system; suddenly My Will has been harnessed and directed to fill someone else’s bank account 
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Sex Work 

  I would liken the pursuit of state 

experiences, be it orgasm or subspace, 

to the pursuit of material goods. Some 

people engage in sex, or in BDSM, for 

money or gifts. I would compare this 

practice to any other practice in which 

someone consents to instrumental use. 

In hooking up, the parties, ostensibly, 

have the same goal: sexual satisfaction. 

In prostitution, one party has another 

goal: payment. Just as there might be 

good reasons for an exploratory hook up, 

there might be good reasons for 

conscious, deliberate sex work (which 

includes modeling, stripping, and 

physical stimulation). However, I would 

say that most sex work as it actually 

occurs in the world is decidedly pre-

conventional (Chapkis, 1997; McLennan, 

2008). An Integral approach to sex work 

is a topic for another paper.  

  

(McAvan, 2010, p.15). When asserting my autonomy requires that I negate yours, the only depth 

being served is my own and I have abandoned span entirely. Concern for depth and span 

would mean that my state experience coincides with yours: a parity of pleasure.  

 In sum, a distinction can be made been pathological sexual practice and evil sexual 

practice. An interesting example of this comes from a review of bestiality porn websites. 

Researchers found three types of sites, exhibitionistic (which highlight how “weird” or “funny” 

bestiality is), community building (which allows “real” zoophiles to organize for civil rights and 

build networks), and pornographic sites. The researchers concluded that most of the 

pornographic sites were trading in degradation of 

women, not appealing to the viewer’s own desire to 

copulate with an animal (Jenkins & Thomas, 2003, 

p.12). Images of women having sex with animals 

are often an extreme form of humiliation porn, not 

something the viewer would personally want to 

emulate. Most of this type of bestiality porn is not 

directed at true zoophiles but at those with a pre-

normal deviant or post-normal deliberately 

perverse interest in degrading sexual images. Pre-

normal, compulsive behaviors that harm oneself or 

others might be called pathological. A post-normal, 

pursuit of state experience at the expense of others, 

representing a radical primacy of My Will, could 
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be called evil. In other words, if I cannot get off unless I am inflicting pain on another person and 

so, without self-reflection on this fact, look for others to inflict pain upon with or without their 

consent, I have a pathological issue. If, on the other hand, my behavior is “intentional, solipsistic, 

excessive, singular,” a calculated effort to reify my own consciousness in a particular state with 

deliberate disregard for others’ subjectivity, my behavior is turning toward evil (Supervert, 2010, 

p. 73). 

 Getting to normal. 

 Ken Wilber has written about the pre/trans fallacy, which occurs when we mistake pre-

rationality for post-rationality (2000, p. 210).  This occurs in sex as well: pre-conventional 

promiscuity is confused with post-conventional open relating. Pre-normal masochism is 

confused with post-normal spiritual mortification. The problem with the pre/trans fallacy, 

especially in a domain as private as sex, is that it can be hard to know if a behavior is pre or 

trans. Am I engaged in spiritual exchange with a peer or am I enlisting you in my own self-

harm? It can be hard to know within ourselves and impossible to know in another. This is why 

the emphasis on personal polarization is so important. Ultimately, only I know whether I chose 

right or wrong. Still, we can often have a sense that someone else’s behavior is a little off. In sex 

especially, I assert that we are underdeveloped, convincing ourselves of our tran-ness when we 

are all too often stumbling through pre-. A solution here 

is to explore and embrace normal as a guidepost.  

 What is normal sex? Because we are dealing with 

sexual practice, I will look to the kink community for 

their definition of normal, which they generally term 

What is normal sex to you? 

Is the very notion of “normal” 
sex offensive? 

How do you feel about sex fully 
nude with the lights on? 
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“vanilla”. Vanilla sex, among heterosexuals, is your standard image of loving caresses in the 

missionary position, no costumes, no equipment, no pain, no nastiness. Midori, a luminary of the 

SF kink scene laments: 

In the various kink milieus that I slink about in, I constantly hear the 

term ‘vanilla sex’ used with the same tone commonly associated with 

describing symptoms of gastro-intestinal ailments…. To make matters 

worse, it'll be delivered dripping in condescension worthy of the meanest 

popular kid in high school (2010).  

This attitude is a symptom of pre-normal sexuality: sex is all about the accessories. If intimacy 

without the bells and whistles is distasteful or not possible, we have yet to make it to normal. 

Either we are compensating for our sexual hang-ups, as Bader suggests, or we are pursuing other 

types of states and disparaging sex as a result. 

 This is not to say that normal is best by every measure we might devise, but it is to say 

that having the option for normal is ethically better than not having it at all. Personally, I had this 

pre/trans problem; nice, slow, loving vanilla sex triggered disdain at best, panic attacks at worst. 

Of course, I thought I was just “beyond” normal sex. It was not until I faced the fact that I was 

incapable of vanilla sex, that I realized my practices were not a mere stylistic choice, but a 

coping mechanism, which had very little to do with sex at all. I did not have orgasms as a result 

of my kink, but got high on headspace. It took pushing myself to a dangerous limit to realize 

what I was doing (akin to a “moment of clarity” in Alchoholics Anonymous). Putting aside 

BDSM was a painful process. Learning to feel and accept loving touch was absolutely terrifying, 

but my partner and I worked through it. Now if I am bored or upset, I may try to initiate sex in 

my old patterns to get the old high, but it does not work. There may come a day when we begin 

to introduce elements that enhance the connection we have in intercourse, but this will not be the 
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same as my pre-normal pursuit of dissociative states. I was starting from a deficit, looking for 

any release I could get. Working up to vanilla sex brought me to zero in a way, with the 

possibility to build on that in the future. My sense is that many people are working from a sexual 

deficit, never getting to normal because they have convinced themselves they have surpassed it. 

Midori describes a familiar situation: 

I can't count how many kinky play parties I've been to where I watched, 

with a sinking heart, two disconnected people going through the motions 

of supposed deep intimacy and radical sex. Dead fish eyes, looking for 

all the world as if they were going over the grocery list, distracted 

players chatting casually with bystanders of the gadget or pervy social 

gossip, or eyes cast more to the audience for approval and validation than 

upon the flesh of their scening other (2010).  

Getting to normal means establishing a firm foundation of chastity, parity, mutuality, and 

connection. Without this foundation, we may find ourselves, once again, masturbating to the 

body of another.  

 Because many of the recommendations in this paper require a capacity for self-reflection 

and self-authorship that many people will never achieve, the establishment and celebration of the 

best of conventionality (as determined by a particular cultural context) is key. That is not to say 

that conventionality is perfect, but if a certain portion of society will only ever be able to follow 

the rules or conform to their role, we must make sure that those rules and roles are desirable. 

Following Sartre, our actions constitute new norms, but as Supervert points out, “normality isn’t 

chic” (2010, p. 62). Weird is the new normal (a frightening thought when taken to its extremes), 

however that means that at some point, normal will become the new weird. Chastity and 

mutuality with an emphasis on depth of connection is a conventional framework that is already 
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largely present, at least rhetorically, in our culture. Highlighting the best of these conventional 

sexual practices and configurations (as distinct from orientations) may help build a groundwork 

from which creative, trans-conventional sexuality may arise.  

 So how do we get people to normal? Bader says sexual fantasies are difficult to change 

(2002, p. 210). Rather than trying to change our fantasies or the mechanisms by which we reach 

particular states, we can attempt to understand and work with them. Innercourse in its many 

forms (e.g. meditation, journaling, reflective masturbation) can be important for self-

understanding. Noticing which fantasies turn us on most and how they change over time or 

according to mood is one practice that can help. Whether we have an explicit memory of sexual 

abuse or not, we may benefit from somatic therapies designed to address sexual issues. If we are 

working from a deficit and find ourselves engaging in pre-normal sex, a damaging event may 

have taken place, whether we were raped or simply harbor negative beliefs about sex. Simply 

put, there is something there that needs attention. What constitutes trauma is controversial, as 

mentioned earlier, so I prefer to leave it that. (A belief that we are somehow “broken” and need 

fixing can also be a major blockage to getting to normal.)  

Practices that help us connect with our bodies, like yoga or tai chi, can be especially 

beneficial to those who need to (re)integrate their bodies. Researcher Deborah Tolman suggests 

that this may be a major issue for young women who are so disconnected from their bodies that 

they cannot “determine if the emotional wanting and physical excitement they experienced was 

sexual” even if they were sexually experienced (Levy, 2006, p. 164). In other words, some of us 

are so alienated from our physicality that we may deem any strong sensation set as sexual, 

leading us into experiences that are “supposed” to feel good even if we cannot tell the difference. 
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Feeling Good: MDMA 

 Another promising therapy is 

MDMA (also known as Ecstasy). In the 

early 1980’s, MDMA was used in therapy 

until it came to the attention of the DEA 

(Bennett, 2005). Today, MDMA is being 

researched for the treatment of PTSD in 

combat veterans (MAPS, 2010). I would 

imagine that if these trials are 

successful, MDMA will be utilized in the 

treatment of sexual trauma as well.  

MDMA exhausts the brain’s supply of 

serotonin (Bennett, 2005). MDMA can 

help someone feel good, which goes a 

long way toward doing good. My own 

experience with MDMA completely 

changed my idea of what feeling good 

meant. Before, I had ideas of what 

feeling good consisted of: high sensation 

and performance. On MDMA I actually 

felt good in a completely non-sexual 

way, rather than making a performance 

of what I thought feeling good looked 

like.  

  

This was an issue for me and I expect for other 

people who have pre-normal sexual practices. 

Because I did not actually experience much physical 

pleasure (I did not orgasm until I was 25), I had no 

way to distinguish Good sex from Bad. The 

equipment for my moral intuition did not work when 

it came to sex because I did not know what it meant 

to feel good. I did know, from cultural training, what 

sex looked like and sounded like, so I could go 

through those motions (like the girls in Tolman’s 

research). BDSM was attractive because it was such 

an intense sensation that I felt something and I could 

keep my mind from working itself into a panic 

attack. Nowhere in my experiences did physical 

pleasure come into the equation.  

If we do not know what Good feels like, 

because of trauma or other causes, we cannot be 

expected to do Good. Levy points out that this situation can put  person at risk for victimization, 

“you have to know what you want in order to know what you don’t want” (2006, p. 165). 

Orgasmic mediation was extremely helpful for me because it allowed me to feel without having 

to reciprocally perform (see inset p. 71). The work of Peter Levine and Reichian therapists has 

also helped me release somatically embedded emotions and tensions that block sexual 

functioning (Levine, 1997).  
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Wilber points out that most humanistic therapies attempt to heal the mind/body split 

(2001, p. 12). The human potential movement arose from the same milieu (late 1960’s San 

Francisco) as the polyfidelity experiments of Kerista and The Farm, mentioned earlier, and the 

practice of Orgasmic Meditation. These human potential pursuits likely grew from a Relativistic-

value structures, which represents only 10% of the population, but a percentage which is growing 

(Forman, 2010, p. 134). Around the Relativistic stage, conventional norms may be rejected 

across the board: 

Goodness and authenticity only will be found in those who are different 

or who have less social power, and can only be found through immersing 

oneself in alternative value systems… Rather than encouraging others to 

follow more obvious and mundane developmental processes –such as 

learning how to follow rules, learning to be reasonable and responsible, 

and the like–the person’s well-earned bias against conventional norms is 

applied to others who might be at earlier stages of development and need 

to engage in these norms (Forman, 2010, p. 137). 

While some of us are capable of trans-conventionality, not everyone is there yet. By effectively 

dismantling conventional culture, Relativists may rob others of important developmental 

processes. Furthermore, while it is difficult for most white Americans to immerse themselves in 

alternative value systems of race or class, it is easy to adopt a new sexual identity. I suspect the 

rise of visible kink subcultures is a product of the search for viable alternative cultural structures. 

A trans-conventional endorsement of conventionality, like Midori’s can help people 

integrate into healthy mundane sexuality, which is a prerequisite for Good kink.  

 Again, pre-normal sexual behaviors are not necessarily bad. Playing doctor may be a 

healthy expression of sexual curiosity in a child, but if playing doctor is the only means we have 
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for arousal as an adult, I would say we are missing something. In No Boundary, Wilber discusses 

how in describing your “self” you are: 

…drawing a mental line or boundary across the whole field of your 

experience, and everything on the inside of that boundary you are feeling 

or calling your ‘self’ while everything outside of that boundary you feel 

to be ‘not-self’… The most interesting thing about this boundary line is 

that it can shift. It can be redrawn. In a sense, the person can remap her 

soul and find in it territories she never thought possible, attainable or 

even desirable (2001, p. 4-5). 

Who are we when we are vehemently not vanilla? Development into normal sexual practices 

merely gives us access to an important starting point, which we may grow beyond. Expanding 

my boundary means greater depth and span, greater Goodness. Deliberately or compulsively 

rejecting normal sexual behaviors is patently different than expanding beyond normal sexual 

behaviors.  

3rd Person Sexuality 

Consequences 

 The measurable outcomes of sexuality, or consequences, represent the 3rd person 

dimension of sexuality. Although there are certainly non-material outcomes of sex, here I will 

focus on the two most obvious physical products of sex: babies and disease. Procreation is an 

ethical minefield if there ever was one, which we will return to later. First, a brief discussion of 

disease. 
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 Disease (The curious case of bug chasers). 

 Intentionally or recklessly infecting someone with any disease would probably be 

considered immoral and the same is true of sexually transmitted infections (STIs). The virtue of 

chastity would have us become responsible for our sexuality in all aspects; knowing your STI 

status is necessary to have sex responsibly. Knowing and discussing STI status with a partner, as 

well as taking precautionary measures like using a barrier, have become baseline requirements 

for Good sex in a flatland, modernist era. Diseases are measurable, objective harm that can be 

assessed and prevented. In some circles, safe sex is the only standard for ethical sex. Avoiding 

disease transmission is less an ethical question and more of a medical one, but it brings us to an 

interesting frontier in sexual ethics: barebacking. 

 Barebacking is a term used primarily in the gay community to describe a “sexual practice 

in which condom use is explicitly and consciously excluded from anal intercourse between 

anonymous male partners” (Holmes, O’Byrne, & Gastaldo, 2006, p. 2). Barebacking is decidedly 

unsafe, but if it is practiced between consenting partners, is it unethical? Just to throw another 

variable into the equation, I will introduce “bug chasers”. Bug chasers are gay men who actually 

seek to contract HIV from a willing “Gift Giver” (Pendry, 2009). While barebackers throw 

caution to the wind, bugchasers consciously and 

deliberately try to have unprotected sex with a man who 

is HIV positive. The underlying question here is: can 

there be harm where there is consent?  

 Masochists derive pleasure from pain. This 

apparent reversal of the harm equation might allow someone to “harm” a consenting masochist 

What is your version of a limit 

experience? 

Have you ever engaged in a 

sexual practice you knew was 

unsafe? 
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for their mutual pleasure. Supervert suggests a revisioning of the usual pleasure/pain spectrum, 

allowing for “two continuums: one ranges from pleasure to displeasure; the other, separate, 

ranges from pain to ‘dispain’” (2010, p. 100). In other words, you might have all pleasure and no 

pain, all pain and no pleasure, or some of each. Masochists have both dials turned up. 

Barebacking has been called a “limit experience” in which “the subject is torn from itself” 

because the “soul wishes to ‘take flight’” (Holmes et al., 2006, p. 4). This description takes us 

back to the search for state experiences: barebacking provides a particular state experience which 

some say cannot they cannot achieve by other means. Likewise, bug chasers seem to be seeking 

a certain state.  The virus has been “eroticized,” with contraction ushering the bug chaser into a 

new, special cohort where one does not “have to worry about HIV anymore” (Hogarth, 2003). 

The emphasis on pleasure in sex and cultural acceptance of AIDS patients has been blamed for 

the rise in barebacking (Feirstein, 2003; Hogarth, 2003; Savage, 2003). In other words, unsafe 

practices have grown in a climate of tolerance. 

 There are other practices which are similar to barebacking in their inherent danger (and 

perhaps, resultant quality of consciousness). Auto-erotic asphyxiation is the practice of limiting 

oxygen intake, through strangling, during masturbation. Erotic asphyxiation can be practiced 

with a partner, but does not usually lead to death by self-hanging: 

When death occurs, it's usually because of pressure on a part of the neck 

called the carotid body, a small cluster of chemoreceptors located near 

the fork of the carotid artery. Pressure on the carotid body causes a 

discharge from the vagus nerve. This slows down the heart and can make 

a person pass out instantaneously. (That's why karate chops and the 

Vulcan nerve pinch target the vagus nerve.) Losing consciousness causes 

the person to go limp, which tightens the choke and decreases circulation 

through the neck arteries, causing asphyxiation. Rarely is there enough 
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pressure to block the windpipe—rather, it's the lack of blood flow that 

causes death (Beam, 2009).  

Flirtation with death is inherent in auto-erotic asphyxiation and barebacking. Erotic cannibalism 

often requires death and some partners are willing to make that sacrifice. In 2002, Armin Meiwes 

was arrested in Germany after killing and consuming a willing partner he met on the internet, 

Bernd-Jurgen Brandes (ArkMedia, n.d., BBC News, 2003b). This case is exceptionally unusual 

because of the extensive email and video documentation of Brandes’ desire and consent to be 

killed and eaten. In fact, Brandes shared in a meal of his own penis. Furthermore, cannibalism 

was not explicitly illegal in Germany at the time of the trial; Meiwes was convicted of 

manslaughter and sentenced to 8 years in prisonxxiii (BBC News, 2004).  

 In these cases of deliberate and willing sexual self-harm, we may feel torn between 

protection of and freedom for individual subjectivity. Although intellectually we can see that 

people have a right to self-determination, it has hard to find the Goodness in eating one’s own 

penis or strangling oneself to death while masturbating. I would suggest that our discomfort is 

actually in negotiating depth and span. Personally, I can imagine that barebacking is sometimes a 

“revolution against the constraints of everyday life” in a bid for Relativisitc-Sensitive 

differentiation, which occurs with mutuality between equal partners (Holmes, O’Byrne, & 

Gestaldo, 2006). I can imagine that extreme sexual practices, like extreme ascetic practices, may 

have extreme phenomenological payoffs, which I am not prepared to forcibly deny anyone. That 

said, the discomfort occurs because these extreme practices might be imitated by pre-

conventional individuals, disrupting their growth into conventional sexuality. This concerns the 

pre/trans fallacy in the truest sense. While trans-conventional sexuality may carry “desire beyond 

all limits” like a Tantric meditating in a graveyard, beginning those practices too early in 
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development may link pleasurable erotic states to 

activities that disconnect us from society, even to the 

extent of death (Holmes, O’Byrne, & Gestaldo, 2006). 

The motivation of bug chasers, to belong, to be 

relieved of the worry of catching HIV in a promiscuous 

lifestyle, appear to be pre-conventional issues. When barebacking is broadly defended as a bid 

for self-authorship, the behavior is eroticized.  

 As with so many issues in this paper, the key seems to be rehabilitating the best of 

conventional sex. Sex, like most Good behaviors, is to be life-affirming. Practices that recklessly 

or deliberately invite death cannot be condoned. In response to the rise in barebacking, actor 

Harvey Feirstein wrote, “I am calling for us to resist the normalization of disease and once again 

embrace health” (2003). Likewise, sex columnist Dan Savage wrote: 

…the education strategy in vogue at GMHC and other AIDS 

organizations is this: We must respect the decisions gay men make–up to 

and including the decision to get infected with HIV for shits and giggles. 

That strategy seems as bizarre as it does ineffective. Perhaps it's time for 

GMHC and other AIDS groups to start telling gay men the truth. Taking 

stupid sexual risks–even if risk turns you on–is reckless; anal sex on the 

first date–even with condoms–is a bad idea; giving someone HIV–even if 

he wants it–is immoral; being a huge fucking slut–as popular as that 

might make you–has physical and emotional consequences (2003).  

Transcending and including conventionality has us consider the consequences of our sexual 

behavior. In sex-positive circles there is a tendency to forget about concrete consequences like 

disease and babies. Privileging individual autonomy (depth/My Will) at the exclusion of 

Are there any practices that 
might not be bad for everyone, 
but you know are bad for you? 

What is the limit of a “live and let 
live” attitude regarding sexual 

practices? 
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communal norms that my actions help shape (span/Thy Will), has disastrous consequences 

which continue well after the state experience achieved has dissipated, as seen in the case of 

barebacking. 

 Kant offers us the sharp truth that “to dispose of oneself as a mere means to some end of 

one’s own liking is to degrade the humanity in one’s own person” (1797). Just as we cannot treat 

others merely as means to ends, we cannot treat ourselves merely as means to ends. I realize that 

there are far-reaching implications of this stance (e.g. suicide, assisted suicide, other reckless 

behaviors), however for the purposes of sexual ethics, I am prepared to say that it is generally 

wrong to sacrifice one’s own depth, one’s own life, for a fleeting state experience. Downplaying 

permanent consequences, like HIV, has demonstrably bad results. A similarly permissive attitude 

may lead to problems as BDSM and polyamory are ushered into popular culture.  

 Where is the line between flogging and consensual erotic cannibalism? I am not sure. 

Perhaps this is where our own subjective polarization comes into play. But just like the slippery 

slope of expanding marriage rights, expanding our behavioral tolerance leads to logical 

conclusions that are immoral. And like the expansion of marriage rights, this does not mean we 

should clamp down with the iron fist of rigid traditionalism. It means that we should not throw 

the rational baby (in this case, concern for physical consequences) out with the rational bath 

water (dry, mechanical sex). In this sense, sex can be compared to drugs. We know the 

difference between degenerate alcoholism and a glass of wine with friends. Where exactly is the 

line? It probably differs for each person, just like the line between flogging and cannibalism. 

Some people cannot drink responsibly, so they abstain. Some people probably cannot indulge in 

kink responsibly, so they ought to abstain. Just as there are degrees of intoxicants, from a Corona 
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to LSD, there are degrees of kink. All drugs are not equal, they induce different states, some of 

which can be dangerous for some (maybe all) people. All kinks are not equal; they induce 

different states, some of which can be dangerous and addictive for some (maybe all) people. Not 

everyone should drink and certainly not everyone should use LSD. Not everyone should dabble 

in BDSM and certainly not everyone should engage in its more extreme forms. But some people 

can handle it and perhaps should, as pioneers of fringe states of consciousness. I have no doubt 

that willingly receiving “the Gift” is a unique state experience, but is one for which the cost is so 

great to depth and span, that I have trouble imagining a trans-conventional individual who would 

choose it in polarizing to Good. 

 Procreation. 

 Just as we considered the sexual consequence of disease, we will look at the sexual 

consequence of procreation. Procreative sex is one very particular act in the vast field of sexual 

acts that occurs when a fertile biological male and a fertile biological female have penile-vaginal 

intercourse (PV sex). Not everyone has procreative sex. Not everyone even has the potential for 

procreative sex. Certain traditions, like Roman Catholicism, say that PV sex between a married 

couple is the only form of Good sex; everything else (really everything else) is fornication, a sin. 

This tradition has shaped much of our thinking on sex, particularly in the United States. When I 

have emphasized conventional sex, I want to be clear that I am not calling for a return to a 

procreative norm. I am calling for chastity as a subjective virtue, parity in orientation, 

commitment in configuration, and a foundation of organic practices. These features could be 

present in procreative sex or not. The distinguishing feature of procreative sex is in the 

consequences: a baby. 
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Contraception 

The Catholic Church still officially 

forbids the use of any artificial 

contraception (Catechism 2370). Only 

Natural Family Planning (NFP), a 

method of tracking ovulation, is 

permitted. Interestingly, when you start 

Googling NFP, there is another group 

who recommends it: the organic crowd. 

NFP appeals to conservative Catholics 

and to those who are looking for viable 

alternatives to pharmaceutical birth 

control, like the members of The Farm, 

who used NFP exclusively until 1978. 

The most recommended book is Toni 

Weschler’s Taking Charge of Your 

Fertility, which is endorsed by New 

Agers and devout traditionalists alike.  

  

 Just as we have a responsibility to consider disease as an outcome of sex, we have 

responsibility to consider pregnancy as an outcome of PV sex. Often a distinction is made here  

between wanted and unwanted pregnancies. I see myself getting into hot water as I write this, but 

I am not sure that this is the most useful distinction, at least morally speaking. Consider a 

common theme of daytime talk shows: 

My name is Victoria and I’m 15 years old and I don’t care what my 

mama says, I’m gonna have a baby! I will do whatever it takes to take 

care of my baby. If it has to come down to prostituting my body, then so 

be it… I’m not having sex with one, not two, but three different guys 

(Povich, 2007)! 

If we take this girl at her word (a big if), it would 

appear that she probably should not get pregnant. 

There are many people who probably should not 

have children even if they want them because they 

are simply not able to take care of them. Wanting a 

child is not sufficient moral justification for 

actively trying to get pregnant. We can imagine 

cases where a depraved couple conceives a child 

with the intention of exploiting it sexually, or an 

impoverished couple conceives a child to sell 

(Associated Press, 1996; Associated Press, 2010). 

Money as motivation for conception is tricky. We 

can sell sperm and eggs, as well as our wombs for 
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surrogacy and large sums of money are exchanged in adoption arrangements, but in all of those 

cases we assume that precautions are taken to give the babies to good people, unlike children 

who are intentionally sold into sex slavery.  

 The creation of a new life is nothing to take lightly. Without getting too deeply into what 

a good reason might be to have a baby (are there any completely unselfish ones?),  we can 

certainly identify bad reasons. There are two markers on the moral timeline regarding 

procreation, the first being getting pregnant in the first place; the second, deciding what to do 

with a pregnancy. Caring for depth means caring for the potential depth that can arise from 

procreative sex. If we are unwilling or unable to care for a child, we should not be having 

procreative sex without reliable contraception. If we are unwilling or unable to use reliable 

contraception (we forget to take our pill, we are out of condoms…), we should not be having 

procreative sex. Persons at pre-rational stages of development, including many teenagers, are 

often not able to use contraception reliably and so they probably should not be having 

procreative sex. If “by engaging in sexual activity we implicitly consent to face with dignity the 

outcome of this behavior,” people who are unable or unwilling to deal with the consequences 

should abstain (Shrage, 1994, p. 64). The second marker, dealing with a pregnancy, was largely 

addressed in the abortion section.  

There are infinite options for sexual activity that do not entail PV sex. If someone is 

incapable of dealing with the consequences of PV sex, he or she should not engage in it anymore 

than someone who is not capable of dealing with the consequences of a heavy flogging session 

should engage in flogging. Who is to determine the procreative (or flogging) fitness of 

individuals? No one. Again, ultimately only I know if I am ready to become pregnant or get 
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flogged. Of course, when we look at Victoria, we can say that she is probably not ready, but she 

retains the right to get pregnant; she retains the right to do the wrong thing. We all do the wrong 

thing sometimes, which helps us learn to polarize to Good.  

Conclusion 

 In June of 2010 the New York Times magazine asked, “Is our inability to control 

ourselves the defining feature of our time?” (Warner, p. 11).  Surveying the postmodern sexual 

landscape, the answer seems to be yes. When we began to loosen traditional rules on sex, the 

pendulum swung all the way to the other side. In places where postmodern relativism plays a 

defining role in the sexual culture (like the San Francisco Bay Area), very nearly anything goes 

regarding sex. This has produced a generation who, unlike their parents, was never subject to 

rigid sexual traditionalism. Although hyper-traditionalism coupled with state-sanctioned sexual 

violence is a terrible problem in some parts of the world, postmodern relativism has its own 

disastrous  consequences when taken to the extreme. Rehabilitating traditional values such as 

chastity, parity of depth in sexual partners, lifetime commitment to a romantic partner, a 

foundation of “vanilla” sex practices, and the acknowledgement of interiority in human fetuses, 

may help us temper the excesses of relativism. 

 Those who are at self-authoring stages of development, capable of reflecting on the 

dominant culture and choosing how to enact it, have a special responsibility to enact the sort of 

world we want to live in. As we live our lives we are creating the social norms that the next 

generation will take for granted, encoded emotional and somatic markers in their systems which 

create a visceral experience of right and wrong. Noticing our disgust responses and reflecting on 

how they inform our moral worldview can help us begin to clear away outmoded cultural 
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training and establish new patterns. Reviving the moral component of sexual issues will create a 

more complete picture of  how sex ought to be.  

 While we might excuse a starving man who steals a loaf of bread, we are notably less 

forgiving when it comes to sexual transgressions. Abraham Maslow saw sex as a physiological 

need, on par with food and water (1943, p. 4). In that light, consider his description of a hungry 

man: 

For our chronically and extremely hungry man, Utopia can be defined 

very simply as a place where there is plenty of food. He tends to think 

that, if only he is guaranteed food for the rest of this life, he will be 

perfectly happy and will never want anything more. Life itself tends to 

be defined in terms of eating. Anything else will be defined as 

unimportant. Freedom, love, community feeling, respect, philosophy, 

may all be waved aside as fripperies which are useless since they fail to 

fill the stomach. Such a man may fairly be said to live by bread alone 

(1943, p. 5).  

The hungry man feels terrible and cannot focus on anything other than filling his stomach. 

Likewise, we can imagine that the sexually starved person would behave similarly. When we feel 

bad it is much easier for us to polarize toward Evil, to consciously do the wrong thing in order to 

achieve a particular state we crave.  

 I wrote this paper because I know from my own experience that it is possible to feel 

alienated from your own skin. Sex is one way we can have an embodied experience of God’s 

love, feeling Good in our physicality. When this experience is out of reach, we may go to great 

lengths to obtain it. Indeed, there have been many examples of people using uncommon means to 

feel at home in their own bodies throughout this paper. Although food is one of our most basic 

needs, I think most of us would hesitate to call eating the meaning of life. Likewise, sex can be 
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considered a vital, foundational need for a happy and healthy life, but it is probably not life’s 

ultimate goal. Because many people do not experience true sexual satiation, we have a tendency 

to overemphasize its importance, allowing other pursuits to fall by the wayside, like the 

Maslow’s hungry man. So even as I say sex is not the answer to all of our problems, it might be 

the answer to some of our problems. Where we have a fixation on food, sex, or something else, 

we are not free to choose Good. Negotiating our own sexual satisfaction and our sense of right 

and wrong can help us learn to enact our highest values in the physical world, quite literally. 

Unless we are able to do the right thing with our most viscerally real drives, we have not truly 

integrated our values with our being. In this way what we want to do and what we ought to start 

to come into greater alignment, until My Will and God’s Will become one and the same. 

Enacting Goodness requires that we do so, not only on the meditation cushion, in a silent room, 

alone, but with others, through touch, in ongoing commitments to learn and grow together.  

For once we begin to feel deeply all the aspects of our lives, we begin to 

demand from ourselves and from our life-pursuits that they feel in 

accordance with that joy which we know ourselves to be capable of. 

- Audre Lourde, 1978/2003, p. 170 
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i “…the Basic Moral Intuition (BMI)–present at all stages of human growth–is ‘protect 
and promote the greatest depth for the greatest span’” (Wilber, 2000, p. 640). 

ii On a lighter, or perhaps more detached note, I am an Enneagram One. (The 
Enneagram is a personality type sorter that is often used in Integral Theory.) Ones are 
sometimes called Reformers and are primarily concerned with issues of right and 
wrong.  

iii I am greatly indebted to Odd Inge Forsberg for his paper on Trinity of Goodness 
(2010). The structure of this paper is based on his framework. 
iv The stream of ethical philosophy that holds that moral judgment is independent of the 
desire to follow through on that judgment is called Humeanism, after David Hume. The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Online has a good article outlining various theories 
of moral motivation (Moral Motivation, 2006).  
vI am not using Left Hand and Right Hand Paths in the Integral sense of Quadrants. I 
am using them in terms of spiritual systems. More on the roots of the term: 
http://www.asiya.org/bos/rightandlefthandpath.html 
vi It is entirely possible to fall of the other end of the spectrum, entirely sacrificing myself 
to some cause that I see as being greater than my own desires. An over-emphasis on 
Thy Will can also lead to apathy and passive acceptance of injustice. I would say that 
secular American culture today has an imbalance in favor of My Will.  
vii Another notable Scientologist is Reed Slatkin, convicted in 2003 for running a $600 
million Ponzi scheme. (Reckard, 2006; US SEC, 2003). 
viii For those unfamiliar with Wilber’s Integral Theory, I am intentionally avoiding jargon 
(colors) to make this paper more accessible. I trust that dedicated Wilberians will be 
able to make the necessary Integral™ translations.  

ix It is important to note that an individual at Conventional conforms to her dominant 
culture. If she is raised in a hippie commune in Berkeley, she very well may hold pro-
choice values with equal fervor as her traditionally religious counterparts. However, 
many religious traditions generally believe life begins in the womb and that abortion is 
wrong: Catechism of the Catholic Church (2271); Old Testament: Jeremiah 1:4-5; 
Islamic Law: Hadith - Sahih Bukhari 9.420 (Al-Bukhari, 2009); Hinduism: Mahabharata 
Anusasana Parva, Section LXI (Ganguli, 1883); Buddhism: Mahatanhasankhaya Sutta 
(MN 38) (Upalavanna, n.d.). 
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x This is the same problem the gay rights movement has. It is forced to defend 
determinism and immutability of sexual orientation because it is the only way to gain 
acceptance in a Rational, scientistic culture.   

xi Scat-porn is coprophilic porn dealing with feces. 
xii The internet not only changed porn, but porn helped shape the internet. Porn is the 
leading e-commerce product online and the industry has driven the development of new 
technologies from the lowly camcorder to cutting edge 3G mobile systems (Arlidge, 
2002).  

xiii Virtual child pornography is a highly problematic if masturbating to porn does create 
reward mechanisms in our brains. Historically, child pornography was illegal because an 
actual child had to be involved. With advanced computer animation, child pornography 
can be simulated without the use of a real child (Russell, 2008). Likewise, there is a  
booming business for very young looking actors in pornography, also simulating child 
porn. “Real” child porn is one of the few types of obscene materials that are effectively 
regulated, making it “extremely difficult to find for unsophisticated users” (Döring, 2009, 
p. 1091). 

xiv The official music video for Pitbull’s “Go Girl” has over 5,000,000 views on YouTube 
as of Sep 9, 2010 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tiC8MapOLHw).  
xv Lima has recently married an NBA player and is pregnant (Wihlborg, 2009).   
xvi Although in broad popular culture there female virginity is highly valued, this is not the 
case for everyone. A search on Yahoo Answers for “get rid of virginity” turns up over 
6,000 requests for advice from both males and females (search date Oct 19, 2010). 
Popular movies about getting rid of male virginity include The 40 Year Old Virgin(2005) 
and The Virginity Hit(2010).  

xvii For an interesting exploration of the reasons people have chosen celibacy in various 
traditions throughout history, see Elizabeth Abbott’s A History of Celibacy, 2000.  

xviii I will be using the term “queer” in this paper rather than the ever-expanding acronym 
LGBTQQIA, which (depending on who you ask) stands for Lesbian Gay Bisexual 
Transgender Queer Questioning Intersex Asexual. I strongly dislike this unwieldy 
acronym.   

xix Chinese tradition appears to have been more lenient (Parrinder, 1996, p. 99).   
xx My Will and Thy Will mirror the dilemma of ruthlessness and intimacy. By bringing My 
Will into alignment with God’s Will, or my own pleasure into alignment with yours, we 
arrive at the sweet spot: ecstatic intimacy. 
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xxi Procreation has not always and everywhere been the only sanctioned motivation for 
sex, however this is the dominant traditional paradigm in much of the West.  

xxii This is the sexual aspect of furry fandom. There are also furries who do not sexualize 
their interests. See http://www.anthrocon.org/ for more information. 
xxiii Compare this with another German case, that of singer Nadja Benaissa, who had 
unprotected sex knowing she was HIV positive and infected at least three partners, 
which is explicitly illegal in Germany. She was given 2 years suspended sentence and 
will be required to do community service (BBC News, 2010). 
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Glossary 
 

2G1C - 2 Girls 1 Cup. An internet viral video from 2007 featuring coprophilic pornography. 

Ageplay - Kink in which an individual dresses and behaves like a child, usually in conjunction with a 

 partner in the role of “adult”. 

Applied ethics – How we should put our values into practice. 

Asexual - Lack of sexual attraction or lack of interest or desire for sex. Considered by some to be a sexual 

 orientation. 

AQAL – All Quadrant, All Levels (All Lines, All States, All Types). This acronym has expanded its 

 scope over the course of Ken Wilber’s career, however it is most often used to identity his 

 particular brand of Integral Theory, as distinct from other schools. 

BDSM - Referred to by some as S&M, or Leather, this term includes: 

• Bondage/Discipline - Bondage indicates confinement using rope, chains, straitjackets, corsetry, 

and the like. Discipline requires punishment for breaking certain rules. 

• Domination/Submission - A sexual “scene” or a 24/7 relationship in which one partner surrenders 

a degree of personal agency to the other. Male dominants (tops) may be called Doms, females are 

Dommes. Submissives (bottoms) are called subs (names, titles, and pronouns referring to the 

Dom(me) are capitalized while those referring to the sub are not). A Switch is someone who likes 

to dominate and submit, also called topping and bottoming.   

• Sado-Masochism - A desire to inflict or receive pain. 

BDSM practices are not linked to the sexual identity or preference of the practitioners, although 

the Leathermen of the gay men’s movement brought more visibility and organization to the 

BDSM subculture. BDSM practices do not necessarily culminate in genital contact or imply a 

“sexual” relationship at all. 

Basic Moral Intuition (BMI) - “…the Basic Moral Intuition (BMI)–present at all stages of human growth–

is ‘protect and promote the greatest depth for the greatest span’” (Wilber, 2000, p. 640). 

Breeders - Individuals who intend to reproduce. (ex: lesbian who is impregnated through artificial 

insemination) 

Consequentialism – School of ethics that holds that acts are good if their consequences are good; the ends 

justify the means. 

Containment - Strategies to limit undesirable behaviors (UR), states of being (UL), values (LL), or 

 systems (LR). 
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Coprophilia - An erotic interest in feces. 

Cum shot - Generally, the final scene of a pornographic movie in which a male ejaculates on his partner’s 

 face. Also known as a facial. 

Deontology – A school of ethics concerned with the morality of each action, rather than the 

consequences; the ends never justify the means. 

Depth - Complexity of consciousness: a human has more depth of consciousness than a dog, which has 

more depth than a worm. 

Dungeon - In the context of sexuality, this refers to a BDSM related play space where individuals can 

 publicly engage in kink.  

Ethics -The study or practice of morality. (UR/LR) 

Family - 

1. One’s biological or adopted lineage. 

2. Romantic partners (of any number) and their household. 

3. A close-knit group of friends and/or lovers which serve as supportive structure for one another. 

Furry - Someone who has erotic interest in theme-park style animal costumes. Generally, behaving as a 

 humanized animal, rather than as the animal itself as in petplay. 

Heteronormativity - The beliefs and systems that maintain heterosexual monogamy as “normal”. 

Ideal - A theoretical destination or goal which we have no expectation of arriving at, but toward which we 

 can strive. An example in sexual ethics might be Erica Jong’s “zipless fuck”, in which there are 

 no emotional ties or feelings associated with the sexual act.  

Infantilism - Erotic interest in behaving like or caring for an “Adult Baby” (AB). ABs may use diapers in 

 conjunction with a diaper lover (DL). This group is also refered to as AB/DL. 

Integral - Referring to Integral Theory as outlined by Ken Wilber and associates. 

Intergenerational sex - A controversial term used to describe sex between adults and minors as an 

 alternative to the highly charged “pedophilia”. 

Kink - Relates to practices, not partners. BDSM, various paraphilias, and fetishes which can be practiced 

 alone, between couples of any orientation, or in groups. 

LGBTQ(I) - Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender/sexual, Queer, Intersex. This (growing) acronym is 

 supposed to serve as a way to refer to the varieties of non-heterosexually exclusive sexualities. It 

 relates more to identity and orientation than to partnering (monogamy/polyamory) or practices 

 (BDSM/Kink). 

Looner - Balloon fetishist. 

Metaethics - Addresses how we determine goodness in the first place: What do we mean by “good”? 
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Morals - Cultural or personal beliefs about right and wrong. (UL/LL) 

MtF/FtM - Refers to an individual who transitions from “Male to Female” or vice versa. This person may 

 be transgender or transsexual. 

Necrophilia - An erotic interest in dead bodies. 

Non-breeders - Individuals who do not intend to reproduce. (ex: intentionally childless heterosexuals) 

Objectum sexual - Erotic interest in objects, especially large public landmarks, such as the Eiffel Tower.  

Open relationship - A two-person partnership in which there is an agreement for one or both partners to 

 date or have sex with other people. The “terms” of the open relationship will vary greatly from 

 couple to couple. 

Petplay - Kink in which an individual dresses and behaves like an animal. 

Play-party - A public sex party. Not all parties allow genital contact. Some may have limits to the amount 

 of nudity or types of touch that are permitted. 

Play-space – Venue for a play party. 

Polyamory - The practice of maintaining multiple sexual and emotional relationships. 

Primary partnership - A steady couple within a network of polyamorous or open relationships. Often 

 primary partners will have a notably greater commitment to one another, perhaps living together 

 or raising children. 

Procreative sex - Sex between a biological male and biological female with functioning sex organs, 

 regardless of the use of contraception. Sex between two people who could create a new human 

 life. (I would not include cases of sterilization or infertility.) 

Queer – Relates to partners and sex/gender identification rather than to practices. Queer is used by some 

 to reject the inherent dualism in such terms as hetero-, homo-, and bi-sexual. It can denote a fluid 

 sexual nature rather than a settled identification as a ______-sexual. Queer is also a handy 

 catchall term for anyone who does not identify as exclusively heterosexual or with entirely 

 biologically determined sex, gender, and gender role agreement. 

Raunch culture – Term coined by Ariel Levy in her book Female Chauvinist Pigs to describe the rise of 

 porn in popular culture and the phenomenon of young women objectifying themselves (e.g. Girls 

 Gone Wild). 

Real Doll - A life-size sex doll manufactured by Abyss Creations in San Marcos, California. It has a 

 poseable PVC skeleton with steel joints and silicone flesh. Prices begin at around US$6,500, with 

 some models costing over US$10,000. 



Thesis MA Integral Psychology  Integral Sexual Ethics | 150 
 

 

Sex - 

1. In the overall scope of this paper, sex refers to the intimate commingling of individuals on a 

physical, energetic, emotional, or other level of being. 

2. More commonly, sex refers to physical acts of stimulation involving one or more person’s 

genitals. Other activities, like kissing, may be considered sexual, but are not usually considered to 

be sex. 

3. Sex is the genetic classification of an organism as male, female, or neither/both (intersex).  

Sex-Positive -Viewpoint that sex is essentially good and healthy. Members of the sex-positive community 

 may include LGBTQ groups, Kink groups, Planned Parenthood and other sexual health service 

 providers, sex therapists and coaches, neo-tantrists, swingers, polyamorists, or anyone who does 

 not seek to define sexual health in traditional heterosexual, procreative terms. 

Sexual minority – Anyone with an orientation, relationship configuration, or preferred set of practices that 

 does not fall into the dominant monogamous, vanilla heterosexual norm.  

Span - Refers to complexity of size: mankind has more span than the American people, which has more 

span than my immediate family. 

Swinging - Generally refers to a particular type of open relationship in which a married, heterosexual 

 couple looks for casual sex partners together. 

Traditional sexuality - From a global perspective, the set of explicit and implicit rules that govern 

 sexuality. Virtually any behavior could be a traditional behavior somewhere, but in any particular 

 culture, only certain behaviors are traditionally sanctioned. For example in greater American 

 culture, polygyny is not traditional, however in Mormon culture we might say that it is traditional. 

Transgender - Generally refers to someone who dresses, behaves, or identifies in some way with the 

gender that does not traditionally follow their biological sex, although there is disagreement as to 

an official definition. 

Transsexual - Generally refers to someone who is considering a physical intervention (hormonal and/or 

 surgical) to change their sex traits, although there is disagreement as to  an official definition.  

V-card - Refers to one’s virginity. “She still has her v-card.” 

Values - Specific ideas about what is or is not moral (ex: freedom, chastity). 

Vanilla - Practices not partnerships which are conventional or “normal”. What is considered conventional 

 is expanding rapidly with the rise of the internet. For example, oral sex would be considered by 

 most young Americans to be “vanilla” although it was illegal in some states until 2003. 

Virtue ethics – A school of ethics that holds that a good act proceeds from a good person. 
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Zoophilia - An erotic interest in animals. Zoophiles are also called zoosexuals.  
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