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Purpose in Design 

Now if we are going to be serious about the human sexual design, then we have to attend to 

its purpose. If it has more than one purpose, then these purposes have to harmonize. The first 

question to ask about our sexual design, then, is, “What is its purpose, or purposes? What is it for ?” I’ll 

answer that question in a moment. Before I can do so, I have to take time out to deal with two 

inevitable objections. 

 

The first objection is that it is rubbish to talk about natural meanings and purposes, because 

we merely imagine such things. According to the objector's way of thinking, meanings and purposes 

aren't natural—they aren't really in the things themselves—they are merely in the eye of the 

beholder. But is this true? Take the lungs, for example. When we say that their purpose is to 

oxygenate the blood, are we just making that up? Of course not. The purpose of oxygenation isn't in 

the eye of the beholder; it's in the design of the lungs themselves. There is no reason for us to have 

lungs apart from it. Suppose a young man is more interested in using his lungs to get high by sniffing 

glue. What would you think of me if I said, “That's interesting—I guess the purpose of my lungs is to 

oxygenate my blood, but the purpose of his lungs is to get high?” You'd think me a fool, and rightly so. 

By sniffing glue, he doesn't change the purpose built into his lungs, he only violates it. We can 

ascertain the purposes of the other features of our design in the same way. The purpose of the eyes is 

to see, the purpose of the heart is to pump blood, the purpose of the thumb is to oppose the fingers 

so as to grasp, the purpose of the capacity for anger is to protect endangered goods, and so on. If we 

can ascertain the meanings and purposes of all those other powers, there is no reason to think that 

we cannot ascertain the meanings and purposes of the sexual powers. Natural function and personal 

meaning are not alien to each other. They are connected. In a rightly ordered way of thinking, they 

turn out to be different angles of vision on the same thing. 

  

The second objection is that it doesn't make any difference even if we can ascertain the 

meanings or purposes of the sexual powers, because an is  does not imply an ought . This dogma too is 

false. If the purpose of eyes is to see, then eyes that see well are good eyes, and eyes that see poorly 

are poor ones. Given their purpose, this is what it means for eyes to be good. Moreover, good is to be 

pursued; the appropriateness of pursuing it is what it means for anything to be good. Therefore, the 

appropriate thing to do with poor eyes is try to turn them into good ones. If it really were impossible 

to derive an ought  from the is  of the human design, then the practice of medicine would make no 

sense. Neither would the practice of health education. Consider the young glue-sniffer again. How 

should we advise him? Is the purpose of his lungs irrelevant? Should we say to him, “Sniff all you 

want, because an is does not imply an ought”? Of course not; we should advise him to kick the habit. 



We ought to respect the is of our design. Nothing in us should be put into action in a way that flouts 

its inbuilt meanings and purposes. 

What then are the natural meanings and purposes of the sexual powers? One is 

procreation—the bringing about and nurture of new life, the formation of families in which children 

have moms and dads. The other is union—the mutual and total self-giving and accepting of two polar, 

complementary selves in their entirety, soul and body. These two meanings are so tightly stitched that 

we can start with either one and follow the threads to the other. 

  

But why these purposes? Why not say that the meaning and purpose of the sexual powers is 

pleasure? Certainly sex is pleasurable, but there is nothing distinctive about that. In various ways and 

degrees, the exercise of every voluntary power is pleasurable. It is pleasurable to eat, pleasurable to 

breath, even pleasurable to flex the muscles of the leg. The problem is that eating is pleasurable even 

if I am eating too much, breathing is pleasurable even if I am sniffing glue, flexing the muscles of the 

leg is pleasurable even if I am kicking the dog. For a criterion of when it is good to enjoy each 

pleasure, one must look beyond the fact that it is a pleasure. Consider an analogy between sex and 

eating. The purpose of eating is to take in nutrition, but eating is pleasurable, so suppose that we 

were to say that the purpose of eating is pleasure, too. Then it would seem that any way of eating 

that gives pleasure is good, whether it is suitable for nutrition or not. Certain ancient Romans are said 

to have thought this way. To prolong the pleasure of their feasts, they purged between courses. I 

hope it is not difficult to recognize that such behavior is disordered. 

  

The more general point I am trying to make is that although we find pleasure in exercising our 

sexual powers, pleasure is not their purpose; it only provides a motive for using these powers, and a 

dangerous one, too, which may at times conflict with their true purposes and steer us wrong. Besides, 

to think of pleasure as the purpose of intercourse is to treat our bodies merely as tools for sending 

agreeable sensations to our minds. They are of inestimably greater dignity than that, for they are part 

of what we are. 

  

Let us begin, then, with procreation. Two conditions must be satisfied before one can say that 

the purpose of anything (call it P) is to bring about something else (call it Q), and procreation satisfies 

both of them.6 First, it must be the case that P actually does bring about Q, and the sexual powers do 

bring about procreation. Second, the causal connection of P with Q must be part of the explanation of 

why we have P in the first place. Procreation satisfies this condition, too; apart from the link between 

the sexual powers and new life, any explanation of why we have sexual powers at all would be 

woefully incomplete. I think even the most ardent Darwinist would concede this point. 

  

If the procreative meaning of sex is granted, the unitive meaning follows. We aren't designed 

like guppies, who cooperate only for a moment. For us, procreation requires an enduring partnership 

between two beings. Union, then, characterizes the distinctly human mode of procreation. A parent 

of each sex is necessary to make a child. Both are needed to make him, because the female provides 

the egg, the male fertilizes it, and the female incubates the resulting zygote. Parents are needed to 

raise him and teach him. The parent’s partnership in procreation continues even after the kids are 



grown, because the kids need the help and counsel of their parents to establish their own new 

families. 

  

 

  

How astonishing it is, this business of the mutual donation of selves. New human life could 

have been brought about asexually, as in yeast and amoebas. It might have been brought about 

sexually but non-unitively, as in those guppies I mentioned. It might even have been brought about by 

some sort of lifelong pairing without the gift of self, as in certain birds. But it isn't; for us, sex is 

something different. Besides the potentiality for procreation—perhaps because of its potentiality for 

procreation—it also carries within it the potentiality for a powerful and distinct form of human love. 

This is why sex shakes us to the core, this is why it says, “Now you will never be the same.” 

 

We can say even more about the gift of self. A few moments ago I said that we say things to 

each other by what our bodies do. In fact, the body is the visible sign by which the invisible self is 

actually made present and communicates. But if this is true, then the union of the spouses' bodies has 

a more-than-bodily significance; the body emblematizes the person, and the joining of bodies 

emblematizes the joining of persons. It is a symbol which participates in, and duplicates the pattern 

of, the very thing that it symbolizes; one-flesh unity is the body's language for one-life unity. 

 

Why do I spend time on these matters? To emphasize the tightness with which the different 

strands of our sexual design are woven together. Mutual and total self-giving, strong feelings of 

attachment, intense pleasure, and the procreation of new life are linked by human nature in a single 

complex of meanings and purpose. 


