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In this brief response to “The freedom not to be sexual: Asexuality, compulsory
sexuality, and sex positivity,”” some of the authors of the 2015 article
“Introducing a multidisciplinary framework of positive sexuality”” offer
alternative perspectives and suggestions for further research.

In the current issue of the Journal of Positive Sexuality, the article “The freedom not to
be sexual: Asexuality, compulsory sexuality, and sex positivity” argues that “sex positive
frameworks, including those championed by the Center for Positive Sexuality” do not adequately
consider or theorize the topic of asexuality. Specifically, the author critiques a highly-cited 2015
article from the Journal, “Introducing a multidisciplinary framework of positive sexuality”
(Williams et al.), which proposes eight key dimensions of positive sexuality, and which the
Center for Positive Sexuality has subsequently used as a guiding document for its various
programs and activities. In response, some of the original authors of this framework herein
respond to these critiques related to asexuality.

We want to begin by strongly affirming the value and importance of research and
theorizing related to asexuality. Asexuality is a term that not only describes various interests,
perspectives, behaviors, and experiences, but also describes and provides identity and
community to many persons and groups. Moreover, as denoted by the term, asexuality is defined
and understood directly in relation to sexuality and is thus squarely within the purview and
interest of the Journal of Positive Sexuality. For these reasons and more, asexuality is a topic of
both academic and personal significance, as well as clinical and political interest.

In line with the author of “The freedom not to be sexual,” we concur with the overarching
value of expanding research into asexuality, with the importance of encouraging and including
the theoretical and empirical contributions of persons who identify as asexual, and certainly with
the need to more fully explore how asexuality is variously conceptualized, including especially
whether and how to think of asexuality as distinct from, or as part of sexuality. In addition, we
recognize that like many research topics related to identity and community, the topic (and
concept) of asexuality is particularly important and consequential to persons with such an
identity and/or who participate in such communities. Commensurate with this, we believe it is
essential to do research in a manner that respects, honors, and includes the persons for whom the
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research is most pertinent, while also committing to a methodology and practice of open inquiry
that allows for diverse and dissenting ideas.

Thus, while we find much to agree with in “The freedom not to be sexual,” the author
makes three claims that we unfortunately do not agree with. The first of these, while somewhat
minor, is the author’s opening statement that the Center for Positive Sexuality has “not
adequately considered” the topic of asexuality. While granting that it is almost always reasonable
to call for more research on a particular topic, as the author actually observes, the Center for
Positive Sexuality has indeed offered “workshops and information on asexuality,” and the
Journal for Positive Sexuality has previously published on the topic (e.g., Copulsky, 2016). In
addition, prior presentations from the Center’s recent Positive Sexuality Conferences have
likewise addressed and considered asexuality (e.g., Caroll, 2024; Copulsky, 2020). That being
said, we recognize that persons with interest in a specific topic might understandably want to see
more research into it—and given that the domain of sexuality is very broad, including and
representing many different identities, communities, practices, activities, etc.—we absolutely
affirm researchers conducting, publishing, and advocating for more work within their respective
areas of interest.

A second and more major claim that we disagree with is the author’s argument that the
Center’s “multidisciplinary framework of positive sexuality” (Williams, et al., 2015)
demonstrates an “undertheorization” of asexuality. An initial problem with this claim is that no
evidence is offered to support it. Rather, while the author refers to “undertheorization” multiple
times in the article, the best we can determine is that this is simply a reference to the fact that our
framework article did not explicitly discuss asexuality. Yet, our framework likewise did not
discuss many if not most of the diverse sexual identities, communities, practices, activities, etc.
that constitute the (again) very broad domain of sexuality. Instead, the author’s claim that our
framework “undertheorizes” asexuality presumes that our framework was intending to lay out
some kind of broad and comprehensive theory of sexuality, perhaps something akin to van
Anders’ Sexual Configurations Theory (2015) or Fausto-Sterling’s ongoing work on
conceptualizing “Gender/sex, sexual orientation, and identity” (2019; c¢f 2000). This was not the
intent of our framework (Williams, et al., 2015), which was purposely not designed to be a
survey or summary of positive sexuality. Rather, our framework was designed to propose “eight
key dimensions that provide a basic structure for a positive sexuality framework” (p. 7), which,
in turn, were specifically intended for practical application, striving to “be beneficial in helping
to guide sex research, practice, and education” (p. 7).

The third claim that we disagree with and the one that we find most problematic is the
author’s suggestion that within our framework, we “invoke compulsory sexuality” through
statements such as “many individuals struggle with how to understand and express their unique
sexualities” and “sexuality is an integral part of who we are as people” (Williams, et al. 2015, p.
11). The author seems to be implying that because we use language that presents sexuality as a
common or core part of individual and collective experience, we are therefore compelling people
to be sexual. The problem with this is twofold. First, our language alludes to the fact that
sexuality (however defined) is an important aspect of “many” people’s lives and collectively is
“integral” to human beings. However, even if we were to say that asexuality is the opposite of
sexuality, or the absence of sexuality, that would still not negate the fact that sexuality is an
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important aspect of “many” people’s lives and collectively is “integral” to human beings. Even
if some humans do not experience sexuality, these statements remain true. Second, and more
critically, the author actually says, earlier in the article, that “asexuality is a sexual minority
identity” and that “asexuality is a diverse sexual identity that contains a wide range of sexual
behaviors, preferences, and attitudes.” As such, it would seem that according to these definitions,
being asexual is itself a way of being sexual. According to this logic, asexual persons are no
more compelled to be sexual than are heterosexual, homosexual, queer persons, etc. Indeed, both
the Center for Positive Sexuality and the Journal of Positive Sexuality have intentionally
prioritized the term “positive sexuality” rather than “sex-positive,” given that the former seems
to be broader, illustrates more complexity, and is more inclusive of the vast range of sexual
identities, including asexuality, in its connotations (Prior & Williams, 2025).

In our attempt to make sense of this, we thus wonder whether the author is perhaps
imagining compulsory sexuality not so much in terms of identity but in terms of desire or
activity. Yet, even so, it is not clear how a potential compulsion to desire or enact sexuality
would apply any more to asexual persons than to any other type of sexual persons. That being
said, we do recognize legitimacy in the overarching idea that some persons may indeed feel
compelled to express or enact their sexuality in ways that feel uncomfortable—for example in
certain religious communities or cultures—and that this could definitely apply across a range of
sexual identities, including asexuality.

Together, all of this illuminates the need for further theorizing and consideration of what
we mean by asexuality and what the term does and does not describe, as well as how the term
may or may not relate to desire and action. Certainly, the Center for Positive Sexuality does not
want to compel anyone to be sexual (whatever that may mean); and in our judgment, the
framework in no way does that.

To conclude, we want to thank the author for initiating further research on the topic of
asexuality. We believe this is an important topic that raises many interesting and important
questions and that these questions deserve ongoing empirical investigation as well as conceptual
consideration. In addition, we recognize that like many sexuality-related topics, studying
asexuality is likely to lead to diverse and potentially conflicting ideas. We do not shy from such
conflict but instead welcome robust inquiry and argument such as is hopefully demonstrated in
this response.
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