
HE sociologist Max Weber argued 
that hostility towards sexuality is 
an essential feature of religion. 

While not all religions are entirely anti-
sex,  Buddhism and Christianity have 
historically been hostile. Judaism, Islam 
and Hinduism are a bit more positive, 
but all five of the above have been sex-
ist in treating women as basically men’s 
possessions and vassals. Islam, like 
Christianity but in contrast to Judaism, 
proceeds from the assumption that sex 
before marriage is wrong, but in prac-
tice both Christianity and Islam have 
shown much greater tolerance of male 
than female premarital and extramarital sex. In some is-
lamic countries, women are still stoned for adultery, while 
stonings of men are extremely rare.

THE CHRISTIAN VIEW OF SEXUALITY 
THE three major monotheistic religions have spent the 
last 2000 years or more inflicting shame, guilt, repression 
and punishment upon humanity, especially women, for 
their sexuality. In his essay Has Religion Made Useful 
Contributions to Civilization? (1930) Bertrand Russell 
wrote that the worst feature of the Christian religion is its 
attitude towards sex,“an attitude so morbid and so un-
natural that it can be understood only when taken in rela-
tion to the sickness of the civilized world at the time when 
the Roman Empire was decaying”. In the Old Testament 
adultery, homosexuality, bestiality and blasphemy are all 
heinous crimes, punishable by stoning to death, but, apart 
from these prohibitions, the Old Testament writers are not 
particularly interested in sex.
       This changes in the New Testament. Both Jesus and 
Paul denigrate sexuality. Jesus proclaims: “You have heard 
thou shall not commit adultery. But I say unto you that 
whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after hath commit-
ted adultery with her already in his heart” (Matt 5:28). He 
later presents sex as something that belongs to a sinful 
world which is passing away. Sexual pleasures have no 
place in the kingdom of God, with the result that there are 
some believers who castrate themselves on earth for the 
sake of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 19:12); and it 
would be better if existing marriages were given up for the 
sake of Christ (Matt. 19:29).
     Paul is even more explicit. He continues the campaign 
against the flesh, together with a contempt for women as 
the temptress. The role he desires for women is well sum-
marised by his comments in Titus 2:4-5): “Teach the 
young woman to be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, 
good, obedient to their husbands”. He reminds us that it 
was not the man who was tempted but Eve, the woman (2 
Corinthians 11:3), and that “neither was the man created 
for the woman; but the woman for the man” (1 Corinthi-
ans 11:9). He states that “it is good for a man not to touch 
a woman” (1 Corinthians 7:1), and that it would be best if 
he remained a virgin (1 Corinthians 7: 26).

      It is difficult to disagree with 
Joachim Kahl in The Misery of Christi-
anity (1971), especially with regard to 
Paul: “The New Testament is the work 
of neurotic philistines, who regarded 
human sexuality not as a source of joy, 
but as a source of anxiety; not as a 
means of expressing love, but as a 
means of expressing sin”.

PERSECUTION OF HOMOSEXUALS
PAUL is particularly condemnatory 
about homosexuality. In Romans Chap-
ter 1 he launches into a tirade in which 

he refers to men who have ‘burned in their lust one to-
wards another’ as acting against nature and are filled with 
‘all unrighteousness, fornication, wicked, covetousness, 
maliciousness’, and he concludes: “Who knowing the 
judgment of God, that they which commit such things are 
worthy of death” (Romans 1:32). 
       Paul’s words have been used time and again to justify 
the execution of homosexuals. Christianity has a long 
record of persecuting gays. English laws of around 1290 
stipulated that ‘sodomites’ should be buried alive. In the 
same century King Alfonso the Wise of Castile decided 
that homosexuals should not only be publicly castrated 
but also once that was done they should be hanged upside 
down until they died. After the foundation of the Inquisi-
tion by Pope Gregory IX in 1233, there were periods 
when the church itself had the right to punish ‘offenders’, 
and at times  there were more homosexuals than heretics 
at the stake. Executions of homosexuals in England con-
tinued until 1836. South Africa retained the death penalty 
for sex between men until 1907.
       The record of both Christianity and Islam with regard 
to homosexuality is truly appalling. It has only recently 
changed radically in those countries that have become less 
religious and more secular. In many Muslim countries 
today, homosexuality is still illegal and some retain the 
death penalty.

PERSECUTION OF WOMEN
THE Bible’s, and especially Paul’s, attitude to women was 
echoed by other leading Christians in most of the two 
millennia afterwards. The assumption was that sin began 
with a woman, and she remains the temptress leading men 
astray from the true path. Tertullian called women ‘the 
devil’s gateway’. Augustine wrote that “the body of a man 
is superior to that of a woman as the soul is to the body” 
(Contra Mendacium). Aquinas called woman ‘a failed 
man’. And, of course, the very saying that “the woman’s 
place is in the home” was coined by Martin Luther.
       This deep hostility to women reached a horrifying 
climax in the Christian witch-hunt of the 13th-18th centu-
ries. One Biblical verse alone  – “thou shalt not suffer a 
witch to live” (Exodus 22:18) –  was responsible for the 
deaths of tens of thousands, if not millions, of women 
over this period.                                                               
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     For most of the last 2,000 years women have lived 
generally in a very low condition. Of course, the vast ma-
jority of both men and women were sunk in misery and 
degradation for most of this period, and then the woman 
was just the slave of a slave. Until very recently in the 
West, women were persecuted or discriminated against at 
home, in the workforce, in the education system, in legal 
proceedings, in the medical field, in reproductive rights 
and in the churches themselves. And the ideological basis 
of this treatment was provided by religion. The Bible and 
the Koran gave the stamp of God’s approval to the op-
pression of women.

HUMANIST LIBERATION
IT should be apparent from the above that religions gen-
erally take a negative view of sexuality: NO sex before 
marriage; NO sex outside marriage; NO masturbation;
NO sexual fantasy; NO oral sex; NO anal sex; NO same-
sex sex; NO birth control; NO abortion; NO female 
equality in sexual relationships. None of it is designed to 
make people happy but instead increases the amount of 
guilt and misery in the world. This approach – based on 
the barbarous texts of hateful and fanatical old desert 
nomads  – is absurd because we are sexual beings to 
whom sexual desire is as natural as the air we breathe. 
       To be sexually aroused by an attractive person is a 
perfectly healthy experience. It is an essential part of the 
joy of living and one of our greatest pleasures. Is sex 
dirty? Only when it’s being done right, as Woody Allen 
quipped. He also said that sex is the most fun he ever had 
without laughing. In other words, and we should pro-
claim it loud and clear, SEX IS A GOOD THING! Hu-
manists believe that we should increase the sum of human 
happiness and our approach to sex is therefore positive 
and life-enhancing.

REJECTION OF NATURAL LAW ETHICS
AS Humanists, we reject Natural Law morality as out-
lined by theologians such as Thomas Aquinas, who main-
tained that what is natural in human sexuality is the im-
pulse to engage in heterosexual coitus. It is, in this view, 
the mechanism designed by the Christian God to ensure 
preservation of animal species, including humans, and 
hence engaging in this activity is the primary natural ex-

pression of human sexual nature. Moreover, God de-
signed the penis to implant sperm into the female’s vagina 
for the purpose of effecting procreation, and therefore 
depositing the sperm elsewhere is unnatural and a viola-
tion of God’s design. 
      Humanists, of course, reject the idea of a God and 
also argue that in any case this is very restrictive sexual 
ethics, especially in an era of contraception. It also implies 
a very narrow conception of sex itself. If we define sex as 
physical contact for the purpose of pleasure on the part of 
at least one of the participants, then kissing, embracing, 
massaging or even just holding hands may all be sexual. 
They have no external purpose but simply the pleasure of 
the act in itself, and this may apply to all sexual activity. 
Thus sex MAY have the goal of reproduction, or it MAY 
be an expression of love, or spiritual union or whatever, 
but it may simply be purely for pleasure. By the same rea-
soning, whether a sexual act is ‘natural’ or ‘perverted’ 
does not depend on what organs are used or where they 
are put, but only on the character of the sexual encounter.

UTILITARIAN LIBERALISM TEMPERED BY KANTIAN RESPECT
HUMANISTS would emphasise the values of freedom, 
autonomous choice, self-determination as well as pleasure 
in arriving at moral judgments about sexual behaviour. 
We do believe in the need for some rules of sexuality, just 
as we need rules for driving a car or governing a country. 
General moral rules apply to the treatment of others in 
sex acts as they apply to all human relations. Anything 
done voluntarily between two or more people is generally 
permissible. But free and informed consent of both parties 
is a necessary condition for the morality of the sexual 
activity. The implication here is that allowing the other 
person’s consent to control when the other may engage in 
sexual activity with me is to respect that person by taking 
his or her autonomy or ability to reason and make 
choices seriously. 
       This duty of reciprocation takes us out of the domain 
of a mere hedonistic utilitarianism and into a Kantian 
moral framework of the categorical imperative in which 
we treat others as ends in themselves and not simply as 
means to our own ends. Individuals should not treat oth-
ers as mere objects or tools to be manipulated and used 
for our own purposes. This implies openness, honesty and 
keeping promises in relationships.
      Is informed consent a sufficient, as well as a necessary, 
condition? The fact that it must be informed implies that 
sex with someone who is under age or mentally impaired 
is wrong, as is non-human sex, explicit duress, coercion, 
and so on. But an individual may give consent as a result 
of external pressure, whether economic or psychological. 
The historical condition of women as the submissive 
partner is the paradigm.  Woman need to acquire the 
power and capacity to be equal partners in a sexual rela-
tionship, and this necessitates a number of fundamental 
changes in society, including female reproductive rights, 
economic independence from men and full access into the 
public spheres.
      In this example we can see that sex cannot really be 
separated from other forms of human activity. It will be-
come more moral as society generally becomes more 
moral and the world is a better place. When we treat oth-
ers more fairly, justly, equally, kindly and respectfully, then 
we will be a better species and therefore better sexual 
partners. Freeing ourselves from all the unnecessary and 
oppressive religious hang-ups is only the first step.         
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