Does the modern definition of homosexuality adequately describe same-sex relations in Ancient Greece?

Use these arguments from “Sex Before Sexuality: Pederasty, Politics, and Power in Classical Athens” and your thoughts from The Symposium to support the viewpoint:

NO, the modern definition of homosexuality DOES NOT adequately describe same-sex relations in Greek culture.  Ancient Greeks thought  same-sex relations were divorced from sexual orientation, they never differentiated between homosexuals and heterosexuals, and they considered same-sex relations to be only one aspect of the general “sexual inversion.”   Furthermore, same-same relationships were intended for the exchange of sexual gratification and wisdom between an older man and a younger boy.  For all these reasons, a strong argument can be made that our modern definition of homosexuality differs greatly from Ancient Greeks’ ideas of same-sex relations.

1. Aristophanes’ myth contains “three distinct sexualities.”  The binary opposition implicit in today’s concept of homosexuality vs. heterosexuality does not exist in The Symposium.

2. Nothing suggests that male-male relations are in any way similar to female-female and should be grouped into one category.  Aristophanes’ failure to categorize male-male relations together with female-female relations is in opposition to our modern concept of homosexuality (see p25-line 192A).

3. According to Aristophanes, the focus of sexual desire is innately similar for all humans.  All they want is to find their other half.  Desire directed at a particular gender is not cited as the primary reason for homosexual feelings.

4. The Male category of homosexuality, according to Aristophanes, contains men who are attracted to boys and boys who are attracted to men.  Thus, there is no category for adult male-adult male sexual desire that is the crux of modern homosexuality.  Thus, “reciprocal erotic desire among males is unknown.”

5. Another document to argue our case is the fourth book of De Morbis Chronicis, a mid 5th century AD Latin translation.  In it Caelis Aurelianus notes unmasculine men who develop more feminine characteristics.  He thinks that this transformation is not something innate but rather a product of excessive desire. As such, gender deviance is seen as the problem; the problem is now the sexual desire of a partner of the same gender.  For instance, a man who does the penetrating in a same sex relationship is not considered to have a medical problem.  It is only the man who gets penetrated and thus takes on a feminine characteristic who is defined as being deviant.    

6. In addition, Caelis Aurelianus draws a distinction between the aforementioned soft man, or molles, and the woman who is sometimes attracted to another woman, or tribades.  The distinction is not they are both homosexual but rather that the tribades is bisexual.  The tribades is defined as being “more eager to have intercourse with women than men” but is not precluded from either.  Clearly, the modern definition of homosexuality does not apply to women in ancient times.

7. Pausanias, in The Symposium, distinguishes between Common Love and Heavenly Love.  Heavenly Love, which is centered on the concept of beauty, is between a boy and a man.  In this type of relationship, the man gives virtue and wisdom to the boy in exchange for sexual gratification.  Since the object is not necessarily sexual desire, this does not fit the modern definition of homosexuality. 

8. According to Halperin, “sexual partners came [in ancient Greece] in two different kinds – not male and female but active and passive, dominant and submissive.”  Although many sexual relationships today are between a more dominant partner and a more submissive partner, the fact that gender was completely unrelated to sexual relations argues against the idea that our modern definition of homosexuality (or any sort of sexual relations, for that matter) is applicable to Ancient Greeks.

9. Agathon’s and Pausanias’ relationship is mentioned on page xxvi and in the sections 212e, 213c, 222d, and 223a.  It supports the notion that same-sex relationships in Ancient Greece featured a prominent power imbalance between the “lover” and the “loved one,” which deviates from our modern definition of homosexuality.

