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92 Political Ideologies

3. Describe one of Corvino’s counter-arguments regarding homosexuality’s threat to children and/or-society.

4. What is one of Corvino’s examples for the following: “substantial changes in cultural context have altered
the meaning and consequences—and thus the moral value—of the practice in question.”
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94 Political Ideologies

What Is Unusual or Abnormal Is Unnatural

One meaning of “unnatural” refers to that which deviates from the norm, that is, from what most people do.
Obviously, most people engage in heterosexual relationships. But does it follow that it is wrong to engage in
homosexual relationships? Relatively few people read Sanskrit, pilot ships, play the mandolin, breed goats,
or write with both hands, yet none of these activities is immoral simply because it is unusual. As the Ramsey
Colloquium, a group of Jewish and Christian scholars who oppose homosexuality, writes, “The statistical fre-
quency of an act does not determine its moral status.”® So while homosexuality might be unnatural in the sense
of being unusual, that fact is morally irrelevant.

What Is Not Practiced by Other Animals Is Unnatural

Some people argue, “Even animals know better than to behave homosexually; homosexuality must be wrong.”
This argument is doubly flawed. First, it rests on a false premise. Numerous studies—including Anne Perkins’s
study of “gay” sheep and George and Molly Hunt’s study of “lesbian” seagulls—have shown that some animals
do form homosexual pair-bonds.* Second, even if animals did not behave homosexually, that fact would not
prove that homosexuality is immoral. After all, animals don’t cook their food, brush their teeth, participate in
religious worship, or attend college; human beings do all of these without moral censure. Indeed, the idea that
animals could provide us with our standards—especially our sexual standards—is simply amusing.

What Does Not Proceed from Innate Desires Is Unnatural

Recent studies suggesting a biological basis for homosexuality have resulted in two popular positions. One side
proposes that homosexual people are “born that way” and that it is therefore natural (and thus good) for them
to form homosexual relationships. The other side maintains that homosexuality is a lifestyle choice, which is
therefore unnatural (and thus wrong). Both sides assume a connection between the origin of homosexual ori-
entation, on the one hand, and the moral value of homosexual activity, on the other. And insofar as they share
that assumption, both sides are wrong.

Consider first the pro-homosexual side: “They are born that way; therefore it’s natural and good.” This infer-
ence assumes that all innate desires are good ones (i.e., that they should be acted upon). But that assumption
is clearly false. Research suggests that some people are born with a predisposition toward violence, but such
people have no more right to strangle their neighbors than anyone else. So while people like Tommy and Jim
may be born with homosexual tendencies, it doesn’t follow that they ought to act on them. Nor does it follow
that they ought not to act on them, even if the tendencies are not innate. I probably do not have any innate ten-
dency to write with my left hand (since I, like everyone else in my family, have always been right-handed), but
it doesn't follow that it would be immoral for me to do so. So simply asserting that homosexuality is a lifestyle
choice will not show that it is an immoral lifestyle choice.

Do people “choose” to be homosexual? People certainly don’t seem to choose their sexual feelings, at least not
in any direct or obvious way. (Do you? Think about it.) Rather, they find certain people attractive and certain
activities arousing, whether they “decide” to or not. Indeed, most people at some point in their lives wish that
they could control their feelings more—for example, in situations of unrequited love—and find it frustrating
that they cannot. What they can control to a considerable degree is how and when they act upon those feelings.
In that sense, both homosexuality and heterosexuality involve lifestyle choices. But in either case, determining
the origin of the feelings will not determine whether it is moral to act on them.

3The Ramsey Colloquium, “The Homosexual Movement,” First Things (March 1994), 15-20.
4 For an overview of some of these studies, see Simon LeVay, Queer Science (Boston: MIT Press, 1996), chap. 10.
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Homosexual Sex Is Harmful

One might instead argue that homosexuality is harmful. The Ramsey Colloquium, for instance, argues that
homosexuality leads to the breakdown of the family and, ultimately, of human society, and it points to the
“alarming rates of sexual promiscuity, depression, and suicide and the ominous presence of AIDS within the
homosexual subculture”® Thomas Schmidt marshals copious statistics to show that homosexual activity under-
mines physical and psychological health.® Such charges, if correct, would seem to provide strong evidence
against homosexuality. But are the charges correct? And do they prove what they purport to prove?

One obvious (and obviously problematic) way to answer the first question is to ask people like Tommy and
Jim. It would appear that no one is in a better position to judge the homosexual lifestyle than those who know
it firsthand. Yet it is unlikely that critics would trust their testimony. Indeed, the more homosexual people try
to explain their lives, the more critics accuse them of deceitfully promoting an agenda. (It’s like trying to prove
that you’re not crazy. The more you object, the more people think, “That’s exactly what a crazy person would
say.’)

One might instead turn to statistics. An obvious problem with this tack is that both sides of the debate bring
forth extensive statistics and “expert” testimony, leaving the average observer confused. There is a more subtle
problem as well. Because of widespread antigay sentiment, many homosexual people won’t acknowledge their
romantic feelings to themselves, much less to researchers.!° I have known a number of gay men who did not
“come out” until their forties and fifties, and no amount of professional competence on the part of interviewers
would have been likely to open their closets sooner. Such problems compound the usual difficulties of finding
representative population samples for statistical study.

Yet even if the statistical claims of gay rights opponents were true, they would not prove what they purport
to prove, for several reasons. First, as any good statistician realizes, correlation does not equal cause. Even if
homosexual people were more likely to commit suicide, be promiscuous, or contract AIDS than the general
population, it would not follow that their homosexuality causes them to do these things. An alternative—
and very plausible—explanation is that these phenomena, like the disproportionately high crime rates among
African Americans, are at least partly a function of society’s treatment of the group in question. Suppose you
were told from a very early age that the romantic feelings that you experienced were sick, unnatural, and dis-
gusting. Suppose further that expressing these feelings put you at risk of social ostracism or, worse yet, physical
violence. Is it not plausible that you would, for instance, be more inclined to depression than you would be
without such obstacles? And that such depression could, in its extreme forms, lead to suicide or other self-
destructive behaviors? (It is indeed remarkable that couples like Tommy and Jim continue to flourish in the
face of such obstacles.)

A similar explanation can be given for the alleged promiscuity of homosexuals.!! The denial of legal mar-
riage, the pressure to remain in the closet, and the overt hostility toward homosexual relationships are all more
conducive to transient, clandestine encounters than they are to long-term unions. As a result, that which is
challenging enough for heterosexual couples—settling down and building a life together—becomes far more
challenging for homosexual couples.

¥ The Ramsey Colloquium, “Homosexual Movement,” 19.

? Thomas Schmidt, “The Price of Love” in Straight and Narrow? Compassion and Clarity in the Homosexuality Debate (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), chap. 6. '

10Both the American Psychological Association and the American Public Health Association have conceded this point: “Reliable data
on the incidence homosexual orientation are difficult to obtain due to the criminal penalties and social stigma attached to homo-
sexual behavior and the consequent. difficulty of obtaining representative samples of” people to study” (Amici Curiae Brief in Bowers v.
Hardwick, Supreme Court, No. 85140 [October Term 1985]).

"1t is worth noting that allegations of promiscuity are probably exaggerated. The study most commonly cited to prove homosexual
male promiscuity, the Bell and Weinberg study, took place in 1978, in an urban center (San Francisco), at the height of the sexual revo-
lution—hardly a broad sample. See Alan P. Bell and Martin S, Weinberg, Homosexualities (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1978). The far
more recent and extensive University of Chicago study agreed that homosexual and bisexual people “have higher average numbers of
partners than the rest of the sexually active people in the study;” but it concluded that the differences in the mean number of partners
“do not appear very large” See Edward O. Laumann et al., The Social Organization of Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the United States
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 314, 316. T am grateful to Andrew Koppelman for drawing my attention to the Chicago
study.
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100 Political Ideologies

were any. Should we interpret this passage (as Southern plantation owners once did) as implying that it is
immoral for slaves to escape? After all, God himself says in Leviticus, :

[Y]ou may acquire male and female slaves ... from among the aliens residing with you, and from their families
that are with you, who have been born in your land; and they may be your property. You may keep them as a
possession for your children after you, for them to inherit as property. (25:44-46)

How can people maintain the inerrancy of the Bible in light of such passages? The answer, I think, is that they
learn to interpret the passages in their historical context.

Consider the Bible’s position on usury, the lending of money for interest (for any interest, not just excessive
interest). The Bible condemns this practice in no uncertain terms. In Exodus God says that “if you lend money
to my people, to the poor among you shall not exact interest from them” (22:25). Psalm 15 says that those who
Jend at interest may not abide in the Lord’s tent or dwell on his holy hill (1-5). Ezekiel calls usury “abominable”;
compares it to adultery, robbery, idolatry, and bribery; and states that anyone who “takes advanced or accrued
interest ... shall surely die; his blood shall be upon himself” (18:13).2

Should believers therefore close their savings accounts? Not necessarily. According to orthodox Christian
teaching, the biblical prohibition against usury no longer applies. The reason is that economic conditions have
changed substantially since biblical times, such that usury no longer has the same negative consequences it had
when the prohibitions were issued. Thus, the practice that was condemned by the Bible differs from contempo-
rary interest banking in morally relevant ways.?*

Yet are we not in a similar position regarding homosexuality? Virtually all scholars agree that homosexual
relations during biblical times were vastly different from relationships like Tommy and Jim’s. Often such rela-
tions were integral to pagan practices. In Greek society, they typically involved older men and younger boys. If
those are the kinds of features that the biblical authors had in mind when they issued their condemnations, and
such features are no longer typical, then the biblical condemnations no longer apply. As with usury, substantial
changes in cultural context have altered the meaning and consequences—and thus the moral value—of the
practice in question. Put another way, using the Bible’s condemnations of homosexuality against contemporary
homosexuality is like using its condemnations of usury against contemporary banking.

Let me be clear about what I am not claiming here. First, [ am not claiming that the Bible has been wrong
before and therefore may be wrong this time. The Bible may indeed be wrong on some matters, but for the pur-
pose of this argument I am assuming its infallibility. Nor am I claiming that the Bible’s age renders it entirely
inapplicable to today’s issues. Rather, I am claiming that when we do apply it, we must pay attention to morally,
relevant cultural differences between biblical times and today. Such attention will help us distinguish between
specific time-bound prohibitions (for example, laws against usury or homosexual relations) and the endur-
ing moral values they represent (for example, generosity or respect for persons). And as the above argument
shows, my claim is not very controversial. Indeed, to deny it is to commit oneself to some rather strange views
on slavery, usury, womens roles, astronomy, evolution, and the like.

Here, one might also make an appeal to religious pluralism. Given the wide variety of religious beliefs
(e.g., the Muslim belief that women should cover their faces, the Orthodox Jewish belief against working on
Saturday, the Hindu belief that cows are sacred and should not be eaten), each of us inevitably violates the reli-
gious beliefs of others. But we normally don’t view such violations as occasions for moral censure, since we dis-
tinguish between beliefs that depend on particular revelations and beliefs that can be justified independently
(e.g., that stealing is wrong). Without an independent justification for condemning homosexuality, the best one
can say is, “My religion says so.” But in a society that cherishes religious freedom, that reason alone does not
normally provide grounds for moral or legal sanctions. That people still fall back on that reason in discussions
of homosexuality suggests that they may not have much of a case otherwise.

23gee also Deut, 23:19, Lev, 25.35-37, Neh. 5:7-10, Jer. 15:10, Ezek. 22:12, and Luke 6:35. For a fuller explication of the analogy between
homosexuality and usury, see John Corvino, “The Bible Condemned Usurers, Too,” Harvard Gay and Lesbian Review 3, no. 4 (Fall
1996): 11-12.

24gee Richard P. McBrien, Catholicism, study ed. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981), 1020.
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