
Sex is a subject which has been discussed in many of the Libertarian
Alliance’s recent publications, and most of the authors have taken it
for granted that all libertarians should accept the conventional wis-
dom of the permissive society.  I want to call this into question.  I
believe in the classical liberal concept of freedom, that people
should be allowed to do what they want as long as they do not harm
anyone else, and in the context of sex I understand this to mean that
consenting adults should be allowed to do what they want in private,
as the Wolfenden Committee put it in 1957.  Some people would
argue that the permissive society is merely a logical result of the
application of the Wolfenden doctrine in practice, but I think there is
more to it than that.  The attitudes to sex which have dominated
Western society since the 1960s are derived partly from classical
liberalism and partly from ideas and theories which are incompatible
with it — hence the confusion and controversy which surround sex
today.  The purpose of this essay is to explore some of the ways in
which fashionable modern views on sex come into conflict with the
individualist ideals of classical liberalism.  I have already touched
on this subject in a pamphlet entitled Instinctivism: The Ideology of
Permissiveness (1993a), but now I propose to take my arguments a
few steps further.

ALTERING THE DEFINITION OF FREEDOM

According to classical liberalism, the essence of freedom is that it
means making your own choices.  It means doing what you want, as
opposed to doing what someone else tells you — always, of course,
subject to the condition that you must respect the equal freedom of
other people and refrain from harming them in their life, health, lib-
erty or property.  Some people, however, define freedom differently.
They maintain that true freedom does not mean making your own
choices; it means making the right choices, by someone else’s stand-
ards; and if you make the wrong choices, then you are not really
free, even if you have made those choices entirely of your own free
will.  By adopting this definition, they can make things compulsory
in the name of freedom, by arguing that people are not really free
unless they hold certain approved beliefs or do certain approved
things.

Probably the first man to argue along these lines was Jean-Jac-
ques Rousseau, in his book The Social Contract (1762).  Rousseau

defined freedom as obedience to the General Will, by which he
meant the will of the whole of society as it would be if everyone
was perfect and uncorrupt.  This was not the same as the ordinary,
individual will, but, on the contrary, could conflict with it.  In, Rous-
seau’s own words:

“Every individual as a man may have a private will contrary to,
or different from, the General Will that he has as a citizen.”

(Rousseau, 1762, p. 63)

He went on to draw the logical conclusion:

“Whoever refuses to obey the General Will shall be constrained
to do so by the whole body, which means nothing other than
that he shall be forced to be free.”        (Rousseau, 1762, p. 64)

“Forcing people to be free” sounds like a contradiction in terms, and
if you accept the classical liberal definition of freedom, that is
exactly what it is, but Rousseau’s definition was different.  Some of
his comments sound like the most absurd examples of warped rea-
soning.  To give just one more illustration:

“If my particular opinion had prevailed against the General
Will, I should have done something other than what I had
willed, and then I should not have been free.”

(Rousseau, 1762, pp. 153-154)

Nevertheless, everything that he says follows logically from his con-
cept of freedom.

In reality, of course, there is no such thing as the General Will.
Society as a whole cannot have a will because it does not have a
mind; only individuals have them.  If the doctrine of the General
Will was ever put into practice, it would lead to an Orwellian situ-
ation in which slavery was called freedom.  But fashionable modern
attitudes to sex have created a situation not too far removed from
this.  According to the conventional wisdom of the permissive so-
ciety, a woman who does not make herself sexually available to
every man who comes along is “inhibited and repressed”, and a man
who does not go round jumping into bed with anything in a skirt
must be either a wimp or a homosexual.  The Permissive lobby call
this freedom, when in actual fact everything is compulsory.  They do
not always spell this out in so many words, but one person who
does so is Danny Frederick, the author of the Libertarian Alliance
publications Sexual Liberation (1991) and Radical Feminism: An
Exposé (1992).  Frederick distinguishes between two kinds of free-
dom: “negative sexual freedom”, which corresponds to the classical
liberal concept, and his own concept which he calls “positive sexual
freedom” or “sexual autonomy”.  He defines “positive freedom” in
two different ways.  On one hand he says it means:

“Making one’s choices about how to live, or what to do, on the
basis of an honest assessment of oneself and a rational apprai-
sal of the available options.”                 (Frederick, 1992, p. 1)

On the other hand he lists a number of approved beliefs, attitudes
and forms of behaviour to which every “positively free” person is
required to conform.  For example:

“Positive sexual oppression manifests itself in a number of dif-
ferent ways.  For example: (a) someone who refrains from sat-
isfying certain of his/her sexual desires, even though a willing
partner is available, because he/she thinks such activities may
be wrong, or degrading; (b) someone who is worried about en-
gaging in some kind of sexual activity for fear that it might not
be normal’.”                                       (Frederick, 1991, p. 1)

“The sexually autonomous person recognises that there is no
such thing as ‘normal’ in sex.”              (Frederick, 1991, p. 2)

“The sexually liberated individual would love gratuitous sex in
advertising.  He/she would see nothing at all wrong with gra-
tuitous sex.  Indeed, he/she would relish encountering gratui-
tous sex here, there and everywhere.”      (Frederick 1991, p. 4)

Are these two definitions really compatible?  Is it not possible that,
by honest assessment and rational appraisal, you might come to the
conclusion that some kinds of sexual behaviour were wrong, degrad-
ing or abnormal?  Frederick offers no evidence to show that it is not.
By his standards, a masochist who allowed sadists to beat him black
and blue would be “positively free”, but a man who chose of his
own free will to be faithful to his wife and turned down an oppor-
tunity to commit adultery would not be free.  It is obvious that
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“positive freedom” is a Newspeak term which really means making
promiscuity and perversion compulsory and calling it freedom, just
as the communists used to call dictatorships “people’s democracies”.

A distinguishing feature of the permissive lobby is that they only
recognise two possibilities: that sex is always right, or that it is al-
ways wrong.  The idea that it may be right in some circumstances
but wrong in others seems to be beyond their powers of comprehen-
sion.  Danny Frederick is no exception.  In Radical Feminism: An
Exposé he discusses the question of whether pornography encour-
ages rape, which is a subject of great concern to feminists.  He dis-
misses the possibility with the words:

“It seems absurd to me that anyone should even think that por-
nography should lead to bad behaviour.  Clearly, one would
expect that it may lead to sexual behaviour, but only someone
for whom sexual behaviour is bad would make the inference to
bad behaviour.”                                   (Frederick, 1992, p. 1)

He goes on to say that:

“It seems to me self-evident that anyone with hang-ups about
pornography has hang-ups about sex.”    (Frederick, 1992, p. 2)

From his point of view, an attack on one aspect of sex, such as rape
or pornography, can only be an attack on sex itself.  Judging by
some of the comments he makes in Sexual Liberation (p. 3), he
apparently believes that most women have erotic fantasies about
being raped, and a man with that kind of mentality cannot be ex-
pected to care too much about the feelings of rape victims, but with
his academic qualifications in philosophy he should at least be ca-
pable of making a theoretical distinction.  If freedom means that vic-
tims have rights as well as criminals, then people like Frederick are
obviously no friends of freedom.

PERMISSIVENESS AND COLLECTIVISM: THE
IDEOLOGICAL LINKS

It is a matter of record that most of the people who supported per-
missive policies in the 1960s were socialists, which suggests that
they were not on the level when they claimed to believe in freedom.
This raises the question of what their ulterior motive was.  A good
clue is provided by “Britain’s Sexual Counter-Revolutionaries”, an
article published in 1985 in Marxism Today, the now-defunct
monthly magazine of the now-renamed Communist Party of Great
Britain.  The author, Rose Shapiro, attacks what she calls “the Moral
Right” for believing in two things: absolute values and the family.
Her choice of targets is significant.  If you do not believe in absolute
values, you cannot condemn a dictator or a terrorist who commits
atrocities, because he can always argue that his actions are perfectly
justified according to his own standards.  Once moral relativism has
gained a foothold in the field of sexual behaviour, it can easily
spread from there to the rest of human life.  The family is an equally
important target for collectivists, but the reasons for this require a
more detailed discussion.

1. Collectivism versus the Family

Collectivists regard the family as a threat to their own power for two
main reasons: because it is an independent institution, and because it
is an institution which produces independent-minded people.  The
family is an institution which lies outside the control of the state and
can serve as an independent focus for the loyalty of its members,
taking priority over their loyalty to the state.  The opponents of an
oppressive government are never alone as long as they can meet
other dissidents through their family, and family life enables parents
to teach their children ideas and beliefs which differ from the offi-
cially approved ideology of the state.  Totalitarian states can tolerate
none of this, because they insist on holding a complete monopoly of
their subjects’ hearts and minds.  The Russian communists realised
soon after the Revolution that there was a conflict between family
life and collectivism.  At first they expected the family to wither
away of its own accord in their new society, but they were dismayed
to find that not only was it surviving, but parents were teaching their
children to believe in things like Christianity and private property
rights which were incompatible with communism.  For nearly,
twenty years after the Revolution they struggled to destroy family
life.  As the Bolshevik spokeswoman Zlata Lilina put it in 1918:

“We must rescue these children from the nefarious influence of
family life.  In other words we must nationalise them.  They
will be taught the ABC of communism and later become true
communists.  Our task now is to oblige the mother to give her
children to us — to the Soviet state.”

(quoted in Geiger, 1968, p. 72)

Although they failed in the end, their present-day counterparts still
have the same aims.  In 1982 two Marxist authors, Michele Barrett
and Mary MacIntosh, wrote that:

“The family embodies the principles of selfishness, exclusion
and pursuit of private interest and contravenes those of al-
truism, community and pursuit of the public good.”

(Barrett and MacIntosh, 1982, p. 47)

When collectivists talk about selfishness, of course, they do not
mean failing to respect the rights of other people; they mean refus-
ing to be a slave of the state.  A few years later Joan Phillips, speak-
ing on behalf of the Revolutionary Communist Party, wrote that:

“Family life emphasises individual preoccupations at the ex-
pense of collective action.”                    (Phillips, 1988, p. 18)

In the same year John Molyneux, a spokesman for the Socialist
Workers’ Party, made the same point:

“The privatisation of reproduction in the family has the advant-
age (for the system) of fragmenting the working class into tiny,
almost self-contained units with narrow conservative horizons
which inhibit class consciousness and class solidarity.”

(Molyneux, 1988, p. 9)

To Marxists, the family is always a dangerous rival to the ruling
party and the institutions of the state.

Apart from its importance as an institution in its own right, the
family is also a threat to collectivism because of the kind of people
that it creates — that is, because of the character traits that it instils.
The evidence suggests that children who are brought up in a family,
as opposed to some larger institution, are more likely to develop into
independent-minded individualists who have the willpower and
strength of character to resist the demands of a collectivist state.
Again this was first noticed by the Bolsheviks soon after the Rus-
sian Revolution.  In 1921 Zlata Lilina commented that:

“The family is individualistic and egoistic and the child raised
by it is, for the most part, anti-social, filled with egoistic striv-
ings.”                                     (quoted in Pipes, 1994, p. 331)

In the same year another leading Bolshevik, Alexandra Kollontai,
wrote that:

“The family teaches and instils egoism, thus weakening the ties
of the collective and hindering the construction of commun-
ism.”                                       (quoted in Holt, 1978, p. 226)

Later, in the 1950s and 60s, the character-building effects of family
life were confirmed by studies of kibbutzim in Israel, where all the
members’ children were brought up together in communal nurseries.
The implications of these studies are discussed by the sociologists
Peter and Brigitte Berger in their book The War Over The Family
(1983).  The authors describe the typical products of a kibbutz up-
bringing in these words:

“Both personality and value system are emphatically collectiv-
istic and conformist.  These are individuals who find it extraor-
dinarily difficult to stand up against their group, who find it
difficult to develop an inner life outside the sphere of collective
activity, and who very often find it hard to exist in any less-
collectivistic situation.”         (Berger and Berger, 1983, p. 158)

In contrast, the traditional family (which the Bergers misleadingly
call “the bourgeois family”) tends to produce “autonomous, inde-
pendent-minded individuals” (Berger and Berger, 1983, p. 157).
Michele Barrett and Mary MacIntosh emphasise the same point:

“Being reared in an enclosed family, with one parent mainly
responsible for the children, tends to produce a highly individ-
ualistic personality structure.”

(Barrett and MacIntosh, 1982, p. 51)

“The typical personality of the normal, successfully family-
reared child may have its undesirable features: a need to form
intimate, one-to-one ties to the exclusion of a more diffused
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bond to a wider group, a tendency to go it alone as an individ-
ual and a lack of concern for group support and approval or
group interests.”              (Barrett and MacIntosh, 1982, p. 52)

What is undesirable from a collectivist perspective, of course, is just
the opposite in a free society.

2. Collectivism Versus Love

The hostility of some collectivists extends beyond family life to the
emotional experience of romantic love itself, and to the whole idea
of permanent sexual relationships based on love and fidelity.  This is
because love is individualist by its very nature; it is a response to
the unique personal qualities and attributes of another individual.
Sexual desire, on the other hand, is a reaction triggered off by the
physical characteristics which are common to all members of the
opposite sex.  (Sometimes it goes wrong, of course, but normally it
is a response to the opposite sex.)  Ever since the 19th Century there
have always been some socialists who have opposed monogamous
marriage and maintained that in the ideal socialist society sexual
relationships should be promiscuous.  One of the first of them was
the French utopian socialist Charles Fourier.  His views are clearly
illustrated by these two quotations from a work called The New
Amorous World, which he wrote in 1818:

“The mistake of all the civilised philosophers is that they have
always thought of love as something which must be limited to
the couple.  Necessarily, then, they have been unable to eman-
cipate themselves from egoism which is the inevitable result of
amorous relations which are limited to the couple.  If love is to
be a source of generosity, we must base our speculations on the
collective exercise of love.”

(quoted in Beecher and Bienvenu, 1972, p. 374)

“The world rightly regards a civilised love affair as a carica-
ture, a travesty of the generous spirit which it is supposed to
represent.  It is a league based on pure interest from which the
two lovers take all the profit without sharing the pleasures
which they continually vaunt.  In this respect civilised lovers
are comparable to ignoble gluttons who go bragging about their
fine dinners in front of wretched people who are deprived of
what they need.”

(quoted in Beecher and Bienvenu, 1972, p. 377)

In Fourier’s utopia, the collectivist ideal of universal slavery to the
state would not just have extended to economic matters, but would
have included sex as well.

Although Fourier’s views on sex were always repudiated by the
majority of socialists, they continued to be held by a minority.  In
Russia after the Revolution, Alexandra Kollontai took the same atti-
tude.  In 1923 she wrote that:

“Modern love always sins, because it absorbs the thoughts and
feelings of ‘loving hearts’ and isolates the loving pair from the
collective.”                               (quoted in Holt, 1978, p. 290)

More recently, a similar view was expressed by Wayland Young in
Eros Denied (1965).  In most respects this book is a fairly typical
example of the kind of thing the permissive lobby were writing in
the 1960s, but it includes one remarkable passage which provides an
unusually clear insight into the hidden links between permissiveness
and collectivism.  I quote from this passage at some length, with
apologies for the author’s obscene language, which some readers
may find offensive:

“Take a husband and wife.  If they live in a non-orgy society,
their sense of identity is continuously buttressed by their mono-
gamy; they both know who they are and are reminded of it by
the fact that they are married to each other.  The identity which
is thus buttressed by the singleness of human love is the more
likely to feel single in its relation to God.  Such a person will
feel: God loves me, because I am me.  He also loves everyone
else, of course, but he loves them singly and individually be-
cause they are themselves.  My relation with God is a one-to-
one thing.  Equally, I love God as I, and as no one else.  Of
course everyone else loves him too, but as themselves individ-
ually.  It is therefore more important to me to say ‘I love God’
than to say ‘God is loved’.  And the structure of feeling con-
tinues long after the religious motivation has dissolved.

“But if our husband and wife live in an orgy society, things
will work rather differently.  Once or twice a year they will go
out and eat and dance and get drunk and fuck absolutely any-
body, without even knowing who they are.  The whole point of
an orgy is not to know who one’s partner is.  (Otherwise one
starts thinking ‘Do I love this person?  If I do, would I not
rather be alone with them?  If I don’t, what the hell am I doing
here?’)  At an orgy, their own identity as individuals gets no
buttressing from the identity of the unknown other.  It therefore
begins to weaken, to blur, to dissolve, to fuse.  If, at a moment
of total openness, the other has no identity, one has none one-
self.  Identity needs reflecting and confirming; when one is
fucking an unknown person, there is no reflection, no confir-
mation, and the identity of each one runs out to meet the ident-
ity of each other in a common pool.  In northern Europe the
bonfire was not simply for warmth; it was there to burn down
the barriers of selfhood.  The water and fire symbolism and
initiation rites is as much dissolving and melting as tempering
and smelting.

“And the people do this for the god, which is as much as to say
that the god does it for the people.  What, then, under this as-
pect, are the god and the people?  They are not one and many
ones, as god and people are in Christendom; they are the one
and the many as they were in Plato and the Renaissance; they
are even one and one.  The lower case, the human end of the
reaction which is god and man, becomes unitary not diverse,
compound not mixed, glass not sand.”

(Young, 1965, pp. 121-122)

“Some societies feel that individuals are like iron filings, which
can be grouped and regrouped by this or that magnetic field,
according to the time of year.  The individual is less important
than the field; he is merely something through which the spirit
flows.  Such societies will tend to sing, eat, drink, dance and
fuck together at appropriate times in honour of God or gods,
and to be careless of human life — who cares what happens to
an iron filing?

“Others feel on the contrary that the individual is sufficient
unto himself and his God, and will hold that he may change the
fields which bind man to man and man to woman, in accord-
ance with what he is able to work out as an individual.  The
iron filing in these societies is more important than the mag-
netic field, and conscious of it, even critical.  This critical con-
sciousness is the mechanism of social change.  Such societies
will tend to do no more than pray and sing together in Honour
of God, to be careful of human life, and to aim at an uninter-
rupted monogamy in their customs.”       (Young, 1965, p. 123)

Young has let the cat out of the bag; nothing could show more
plainly the anti-individualist nature of the permissive society with its
glorification of sexual promiscuity.

SADISM

Classical liberal political theorists have always held that each per-
son’s freedom must be limited by the equal freedom of other people;
that is, freedom does not include the right to harm other people.
However, there have been other writers who have maintained that
freedom should be subject to no such restriction.  One of the first of
them was the Marquis De Sade.  His attitude is summed up by these
two quotations from his book Juliette (written in 1797):

“Nature’s single precept is to enjoy oneself, at the expense of
no matter whom.”                    (quoted in Ashe, 1974, p. 204)

“All the defects in humans belong to Nature; accordingly, man
can have no better laws than those of Nature; no man has the
right to repress in him what Nature puts there.  Nature has ela-
borated no statutes, instituted no code; her single law is writ
deep in every man’s heart: it is to satisfy himself, to deny his
passions nothing, and this regardless of the cost to others.”

  (quoted in Ashe, 1974, pp. 204-205)

The implications of his might-is-right philosophy are shown by this
comment on women, taken from the same book:

“The inferiority of this sex to our own is too well established
ever to stimulate in us any real motive for respecting it; and
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love, which is born of this blind respect, is simply a prejudice.
Respect for women increases as the spirit of government moves
further away from the principles of Nature; so long as men
obey these first laws, they may royally disdain women.”

(quoted in Dinnage, 1962, p. 178)

Further comments on the relationship between the sexes can be
found in another of his works, Philosophy in the Boudoir (written in
1795):

“In the pure state of Nature’s laws, a woman cannot even al-
lege in refusal of one who desires her that she loves another,
for this becomes a reason for exclusion; and no man can be
excluded from the enjoyment of a woman when it becomes
clear that she belongs to all men.”

(quoted in Dinnage, 1962, p. 135)

“It is beyond question that we have the right to establish laws
which will force woman to yield to the ardours of him who
desires her; violence itself being one of the results of this right,
we can legally employ it.  Has not Nature proved to us that we
have this right, by allotting us the strength necessary to force
them to our desires?  In vain may women protest modesty or
attachment to other men in their defence; these chimerical rea-
sons count for nothing; we have already seen that modesty is
an artificial and despicable emotion.  Neither has love, which
might be called madness of the soul, any right to justify their
fidelity: it satisfies only two individuals, the beloved and the
lover, and cannot therefore increase the happiness of others; but
women were given to us for the general happiness, not for an
egotistical and privileged enjoyment.”

(quoted in Dinnage, 1962, pp. 135-136)

It is interesting to note that De Sade anticipated Fourier, Kollontai
and Young in attacking romantic love on collectivist grounds.

By now, readers may be wondering why I am wasting so much
time on the ramblings of a man who was obviously mentally de-
ranged.  The reason is that there have always been a certain number
of people who have taken the Marquis De Sade perfectly seriously
as a philosopher, and to this day there are some people who still do,
including some of the strongest supporters of the permissive society,
such as secular humanists and militant homosexuals.  In 1992 the
magazine Gay and Lesbian Humanist published a review by Jona-
than Sanders of two new reprints of De Sade’s works.  Sanders
praises De Sade for attacking Christianity and concludes with the
truly astonishing comment:

“Like most people who are level-headed enough to admit that
they are ‘sadists’, the Marquis De Sade seems, on the whole, to
have been quite a nice chap really.”        (Sanders, 1992, p. 29)

There’s just no answer to that.

SEX AND THE LAW: A CLASSICAL LIBERAL APPROACH

Today, when there is so much public confusion about sex and the
proper role of the law in relation to it, there is an urgent need for an
organisation which takes a principled and consistent approach to this
question.  The Libertarian Alliance has done some valuable work
recently by speaking out against the judge’s verdict in the Shrop-
shire sado-masochism case of 1990.  (For further information, see
Furlong, 1991, Furlong, 1993 and Tame, 1994.  While I agree
broadly with these authors, I would not endorse Furlong’s prejudice
against the police or Tame’s claims about the prevalence of sado-
masochism.)  However, libertarians should beware of accepting the
rhetoric of the permissive lobby at its face value, with no critical
examination; they should always be prepared to probe below the
surface.  True sexual freedom means that even the most bizarre and
repulsive perversions should be legal if practised in private by con-
senting adults, but it does not mean tolerating rape or child abuse.  A
political movement committed to upholding the principles of classi-
cal liberalism should have no place for Medallion Men who think
women enjoy being raped, or paedophile apologists who think child-
ren are not really harmed by sexual abuse.  (The belief that child
sexual abuse is not really harmful is based on claims made in the
Kinsey Reports, which have now been exposed as fraudulent.  For
further information, see Reisman and Eichel, 1990.)  Classical lib-
eralism recognises that victims have rights as well as criminals.  It
has nothing in common with the might-is-right, trample-on-the-

weakest philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, Max Stirner and the
Marquis De Sade.

Crime cannot be prevented by law alone; it is also necessary to
foster social attitudes which promote respect for the rights of other
people.  The statistics show a major increase in rape since the 1960s,
and this is hardly surprising.  According to the doctrines of the per-
missive society, sex is compulsory because it is “natural” (i.e. in-
stinctive), and chastity is as harmful as malnutrition.  It follows
logically that if a man wants sex, he has a right to go out and get it
by any means necessary, and if a woman says “No”, it can only
mean that she is “inhibited and repressed”, and is denying her true
feelings, so if she is raped, it is for her own good and she has no
right to complain.  The same factors probably made victims more
reluctant to report the crime, because they would have expected less
public sympathy if the case went to court — at least until the late
1970s, when feminist campaigns against rape first started to make an
impact.  Libertarians are the heirs of an honourable tradition of de-
fending the rights of sex crime victims, which is best exemplified by
the great classical liberal feminist Josephine Butler.  (For further in-
formation on her life and work, see Moore, 1993b and Petrie 1971.)
When it comes to sex, it is Josephine Butler, not the Marquis De
Sade, who should be our inspiration.
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