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ABSTRACT

Alastonsuomi.com (“Naked Finland”) is a Finnish adult image gallery and social networking 
site catering to diverse erotic interests. Based on interviews with 31 users, this study examines 
the platform’s significance in an era of increasing deplatforming of sexual expression. Users 
value the site for enabling them to exist as sexual beings, to learn from shared content, and to 
connect with others. The site supports users’ sexual rights by promoting visibility, non-
discrimination, access to information and assembly. The study underscores the importance of 
evaluating digital spaces from a sexual rights perspective, balancing risks with their vital role 
in fostering positive sexuality.
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Introduction

You don’t have to be strong or bold or beautiful sexually, but you have a right to 
exist. A right to exist in this heteronormative society of ours where there are social 
norms around sexuality and sexuality is reserved for those who are young, 
beautiful, those who are famous… the fact that you have a right to exist as an 
average person, as a sexual human being. (Male user, bi-curious, born in the 70s)

In the interview excerpt above, a study participant describes the significance of using social 
media services that allow him to exist “as a sexual human being” to express and enjoy his sexuality 
online “as an average person.” Social media, online platforms, and apps are important for erotic 
self-expression, sexual exploration, and finding and maintaining meaningful relationships 
(Tiidenberg & van der Nagel, 2020). The right to exist sexually on digital platforms and services 
is not a given, however. The social norms around sexuality that are present in societies also extend 
to online spaces, affecting the chances people have to live out their sexuality.

In this empirical article, I analyze the felt significance of having the right to exist in a sex-
affirming online environment. Founded on an empirical investigation of a geographically local 
adult-only image gallery, the article traces how users negotiate the site’s positive value for their 
sexuality and sociability. The platform studied, Alastonsuomi.com (“Naked Finland,” abbr. “AS”), 
is a Finnish nude gallery and social networking site catering to diverse user motivations and erotic 
tastes. The service was founded in 2007 and currently has over 141 000 registered user accounts 
in a country of 5.6 million inhabitants.
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Living sexually outside of what is valued and accepted in a given context can be fragile, 
both offline and online (Rubin, 1984; Berlant & Warner, 1998; Liu, 2021). The AS users 
interviewed for the study (n=31) navigate their sexual lives in a cultural environment where both 
pleasures and intimacies designated as non-normative, as well as online sexuality in its myriad 
forms, are often viewed with suspicion (Tiidenberg & van der Nagel, 2020). In addition, sexual 
expression in the most widely used social media services is heavily regulated, as global social 
media outlets are implementing policies that ban nudity, sexuality, and sex to a point where even 
posts containing sex education or sexual rights advocacy work and activism keep being removed. 
In this “deplatforming of sexuality” (Molldrem, 2019), sexuality and sex are considered inherently 
risky, harmful, and something people need to be protected against (Gillespie, 2018; Paasonen, 
Jarrett, & Light, 2019; Tiidenberg, 2021). As we, a group of sex researchers and clinical 
sexologists, have argued elsewhere, this blanket approach poses a threat to the fulfillment of sexual 
rights in online environments (Spišák et al., 2021; see also Spišák, 2024).

Sexual rights are human rights related to sexuality, and the conceptual development of 
sexual rights has taken place during the past decades within major human rights organizations 
(such as the World Health Organization) and in non-governmental organizations advancing sexual 
health and well-being. Although there is no single authoritative declaration of sexual rights, the 
documents that are often mentioned include The Yogyakarta Principles (International Commission 
of Jurists, 2007), Sexual Rights: an IPPF Declaration (International Planned Parenthood 
Federation, 2009), and WAS Declaration of Sexual Rights (World Association for Sexual Health 
[WAS], 2014). In all these documents, the core aim behind advancing sexual rights is to guarantee 
universal sexual health, well-being, and autonomy (see Giami, 2015; Lottes, 2013).

In this article, I rely on the WAS Declaration of Sexual Rights (WAS, 2014), as 
recommended by Lottes (2013, p. 383) for the declaration’s availability and universal approach. 
WAS has also been a global pioneer in advocating positive sexuality and pleasure (Gruskin et al., 
2019, p. 31; Ford et al., 2019; see also WAS, 2019). To sum up, the WAS Declaration of Sexual 
Rights covers rights related to safety, bodily integrity, and pleasure; freedom from all forms of 
violence and coercion; rights to equality and non-discrimination; freedom of opinion and 
expression; rights to privacy and justice, rights to information and education, rights to form 
relationships and families, rights to associate and assemble peacefully, and the right to participate 
in public life.

Despite being contextually specific, I argue that the empirical findings presented in this 
article help to fill a gap in discussing the positive aspects of online sexuality. Listening to AS users 
reveals a nuanced narrative about online sexuality – polyvocal in nature, yet broadly harmonious 
in emphasizing the profound significance of integrating the sexual into the social in online spaces.
This is a precondition for examining online environments from the perspective of fulfilling the 
users’ sexual rights. These include not only freedom from negative aspects and risks related to 
sexuality, but also the freedom to aspire for positive sexuality and pleasure. This approach has 
implications for further research, policy-making, and clinical work with clients whose sexuality 
extends to online spaces or questions the online/offline dichotomy altogether.
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Alaston Suomi as a Context for Positive Sexuality

At the time of writing, AS has been in operation for over a decade. The rationale behind 
the platform is to be “a bit more daring image gallery where you can publish photos that might not 
get accepted in other galleries” (Alastonsuomi.com, n.d.). AS is intended for adults only, meaning 
individuals aged 18 or older in Finland. The platform diverges considerably from global social 
media giants’ (such as Meta or TikTok) content policies related to sexuality. However, it also 
differs from single-purpose-oriented sexual social media outlets (such as FetLife, targeted to kinky 
folks, or Grindr, designed for dating/hooking up). Not dedicated to any specific sexual subculture 
or intended use, AS forms a very heterogeneous site in themes relating to nudity, intimacy,
sexuality, and sex. The site’s general atmosphere comes across as both sex-positive and queer in 
terms of the published content, in its questioning of the basic assumption that sex belongs to the 
private sphere, and in the pleasures and intimacies negotiated on and through the platform (see 
Paasonen et al., 2023; Sundén et al., 2024; Berlant & Warner, 1998; Hammack, Frost, & Hughes, 
2019; Rubin, 1984).

AS offers free and low-cost premium memberships and limited browsing for non-registered 
users. For registered users, the service allows for posting, browsing through, reviewing, and 
commenting on usually rather explicit pictures and videos, communicating with others through 
commenting and group chat functions, writing blogs, and participating in conversation groups and 
polls. The possible uses of AS and the motivations behind its use are varied and often overlapping. 
Users may engage with the platform for voyeuristic or exhibitionistic pleasure, meaningful 
conversations, sex education, discovering new erotic ideas, peer support, masturbation, friendship, 
hook-ups, or finding partners for in-person or online play sessions. AS is also used to connect with 
like-minded individuals in real-life events such as public meet-ups (e.g., “munches”) and other 
themed gatherings.

The relative popularity of the platform can be partly connected to its Finnishness (Vihlman, 
2022; Sundén et al., 2024). Finland is a Nordic country where 94% of the population has used the 
internet during the past three months in 2024 (Statistics Finland, 2025). Attitudes towards nudity 
and pornography are relatively relaxed (Kontula, 2017), fundamental sexual rights are 
comparatively well-guaranteed, and science-based sex education is part of the curriculum in 
comprehensive education. However, the upper-level societal measures do not equal sexual well-
being for everyone in Finland (see Spišák & Vihlman, 2024). The cultural atmosphere is not 
equally relaxed around all sexualities and intimacies, but around those fitting “the charmed circle,”
as coined by Gayle Rubin, referring to conventional understandings of “good sex” usually taking 
place in private, monogamous, cis-heterosexual vanilla sphere offline (Rubin, 1984). Many study 
participants assemble on AS to construct and enjoy a safer space that makes room for and even 
cherishes bodies, pleasures, relationship configurations, and sexualities diverting from the norm. 
Outside AS, many are forced to be closeted or lead two separate lives: one where they can exist as 
sexual beings and another where they need to cut their sexuality off.

Method and Material

This article is part of a broader research project focusing on sexuality in online 
environments (Paasonen et al., 2023; Tiidenberg et al., 2023; Sundén et al., 2024; Vihlman, 2022; 
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Vihlman, 2023; see also Spišák et al., 2021). The theoretical approach builds upon a sexual-rights-
based and queer-theory-informed understanding of sexuality, sex, and intimacy (Kismödi et al., 
2017; Rubin, 1984; Hammack, Frost, & Hughes, 2019). The methodological framework consists 
of digital ethnography (franzke, 2020; Light, Burgess, & Duguay, 2015; Markham & Gammelby, 
2018; Markham, Tiidenberg, & Herman, 2018), involving participant observation on 
Alastonsuomi.com and conducting 31 semi-structured interviews with the platform users in 2020–
2021. Special attention has been paid to running the research in cooperation with the participants 
and supporting the sexual rights of everyone involved. The research design has been approved by 
the Ethics Committee for Human Sciences at the University of Turku.

The 31 study participants were born between the 1960s and 1990s and represent different 
genders, sexual preferences, relationship constellations, and walks of life. The participants were 
reached first through advertisements published in Finnish internet forums connected to sexuality 
and second by snowballing. To ensure the research was conducted ethically and in compliance 
with the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR; European Union, 2016), the collection 
of personal information was kept to a minimum throughout the research process to safeguard 
participants’ privacy. The background information for those quoted in this article is the 
participant’s gender, sexual orientation, and decade of age. The terms designating the participants’
gender and sexuality are their own, and giving a definition was voluntary.

Of the two gender options available on AS, sixteen participants used the site as female 
users and fifteen as male users. This does not imply a straightforward gender identification, 
however. While most participants defined their gender as “man” or “woman,” there were also 
responses such as “a man with a feminine side,” “trans man,” “somewhere between woman and 
other,” and “usually a man” (on the gender politics of the site, see Vihlman, 2022, 2023). Seven 
participants self-identified as heterosexual, and eight as bisexual or pansexual. The remaining 16 
participants were not easily categorized within existing taxonomies of gender-based sexual 
orientation (e.g., “kinky”) and described themselves in terms that involved questioning and 
exploring boundaries of sexual identities (e.g., “non-heterosexual,” “bi-curious,” or “straight with 
a question mark”).

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The interviews were conducted via 
Zoom videotelephony software and lasted approximately one hour each. To comply with the 
GDPR and ensure the protection of personal data, participants’ cameras were turned off during the 
recording. However, with a few exceptions (e.g., one participant driving during the interview), 
most participants initially joined the meeting with their cameras on. The interviews were 
transcribed, and participants had the opportunity to assist in anonymizing their transcripts and to 
request changes if anything felt inaccurate. All interviews were conducted in Finnish, and the 
author translated the excerpts used in this article.

The informants are using AS in diverse ways, but many of them could be described as 
heavy users to whom AS is vital in one way or another. The study participants are generally 
committed to the site but not afraid to criticize the aspects they find disturbing. They have used 
AS for various lengths (from over a decade to less than a year) and have different motivations 
behind their use. The content the participants prefer to interact with or produce ranges from 
sexy/sensual to explicit. The default is to use the platform anonymously, and due to the potential 
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stigma, most are not out in their social circles about being on AS. In general, the informants are 
open, curious, and positive towards sexuality, seeing sexuality as a meaningful part of human 
existence.

Following internet researchers Markham and Gammelby (2018), I read the research 
material through the concept of flow, examining how certain ways of acting, experiencing, and 
narrating experiences recur and become patterned in the digital and constantly evolving platform 
space (see also Vihlman, 2022, pp. 22–23; 2023, pp. 20–21). Using flow as an analytical concept 
entails understanding that studying a platform means engaging with an ever-changing context, of 
which only a partial perspective is possible (Haraway, 1988). In this article, I focus specifically on 
the significance of platform use and how it connects to the fulfillment of the participants’ sexual 
rights, which makes the reading analytically selective (Markham & Gammelby, 2018, p. 455). 

While working on this article, I have read and reread the transcripts, observed the site, 
manually coded the transcripts, drawn conceptual maps based on the coding, and returned from 
the maps to the transcripts and observational material—guided specifically by insights and 
questions related to the significance of platform use and the fulfillment of sexual rights. The coding 
and mapping have made it possible to trace thematic streams in which users’ experiences of the 
site’s significance are tightly linked to the fulfillment of sexual rights, as defined in the WAS 
Declaration. Within the broader flow of participants’ experiences and reflections on the value of 
AS, I have identified three thematic streams related to sexual rights, which I present in the analysis 
below (Markham & Gammelby, 2018, pp. 455–462).

As stated above, the focus of the analysis is deliberately on the value of AS use. My aim is 
not to create a statistically representative picture of AS but to pay close attention to voices and 
perspectives not that often heard while discussing sexuality online. I am fully aware that AS users 
outside this study might have a whole different story to tell. The site enables and constrains the 
users’ sexual and social agency, contributing to the individually felt significance of the service. 
Focusing on the positive is also not to undermine the AS-related adversities the participants talk 
about during the interviews. Phenomena such as trolling1, ghosting2, boundary-crossing, 
cis/sexism, misogyny, transphobia, homophobia, racism, ostracism, and even (sexual) violence are 
present, as is typical of internet platforms (Gillespie, 2018, pp. 56–59; see also Vihlman, 2022, 
2023). These negative online phenomena that are beyond the scope of this article have received a 
fair amount of scholarly attention elsewhere, and rightly so.

Sexual Rights on AS: Three Thematic Streams

The Right to Be Seen

Alaston Suomi makes it possible to express one’s sexuality…. In comparison to 
Instagram, for example, where there’s all that censorship banning almost all sexual 
content…. I’ve always been a bit of an exhibitionist, and AS allows me to express 

 
1 Trolling refers to deliberate online behavior intended to provoke, disrupt, or upset others for amusement or 
reaction.
2 Ghosting refers to the sudden and unexplained cessation of communication in a relationship, typically in online 
contexts. 
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that side of me…. It brings me sexual pleasure to produce content for AS…. And 
it’s empowering for me, as a woman, that on AS I’m in control of my sexuality, 
whereas in everyday life that’s not the case for me. On the platform I have the 
power to decide what to publish and show other people. (Female user, non-
heterosexual, born in the 90s)

While discussing the significance of AS, the right to be seen as a sexual being emerges as 
a fundamental theme for the study participants. The right to be seen can be understood in two 
interconnected ways. Understood literally, the site allows for posting nudes and explicit material. 
This differs significantly from social media giants’ content policies, as discussed above by a study 
participant deriving pleasure from producing erotic content on her own terms. Maybe even more 
importantly, though, the right to be seen can be understood figuratively, as the site forms a space 
that welcomes human sexuality in its myriad forms. In their everyday lives, the study participants 
long for possibilities for spaces where sex and eroticism could be viewed as meaningful, 
normalized, and positive aspects of being human.

A bi-curious woman in her 20s who likes to explore exhibitionism and group sex reflects 
on revealing her sexuality outside AS versus on the site:

It’s so different. If you begin to talk to someone on, say, Tinder, and even though 
you meet someone, there’s always the question of when I dare to reveal what kind 
of a [sexual] person I really am. But when I’m on AS, people know this side of me 
already, making me feel that I have nothing else to hide anymore. That makes it 
possible to be oneself more freely.

The interviews contain numerous accounts of needing to hide or cut off one’s sexuality in 
various online and offline contexts to protect oneself and those around. In these accounts, sexuality 
is usually perceived both as the inner truth of a person and as a topic with potentially upsetting 
effects, as in the interview excerpt above (see also Foucault, 1978/1990). While willing to be seen, 
the study participants are unanimous on ensuring that no one is exposed to sexual content or action 
against their will. If, for example, AS is used in public on a mobile, the participants are constantly 
aware of their surroundings, protecting possible bystanders. What is considered inappropriate or 
even sexual, however, varies. Usually, the parts that need hiding do not align with what Rubin 
(1984) terms “the charmed circle” of sex, referring to normative understandings of sexual acts and 
relations seen as normal and valuable. A straight woman born in the ‘80s elaborates:

[AS] is one of the few places where I can be totally who I am. Sexuality is vital to 
me, as it should be for everyone. I come from a conservative religious background 
and upbringing, and sexuality was something to hide and be ashamed of – with sex 
seen as appropriate only within marriage. Because of this, I’ve had to keep my 
sexuality hidden in a way.

The extent to which different contexts allow for the expression of sexuality varies greatly. 
Even widespread societal permissiveness does not guarantee that opportunities to live out one’s
sexuality are evenly distributed within a nation or region (see Diefendorf & Bridges, 2020; see 
also Johnson, Gilley, & Gray, 2016). The study participant quoted above comes from a religious 
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background where sex belongs to heterosexual marriage. Her pleasures tending towards DD/lg 
dynamic1 open to consensual non-monogamy challenge the marriage-based heterosexuality 
promoted by her religious community. The stigma does not end there, however, as both age play 
and non-monogamy are frowned upon in society at large. Despite being cisgender and 
heterosexual, she ends up being doubly stigmatized by society in general and her community in 
particular. AS offers her relative safety in these complex intersections and is “one of the few 
places” where she can be herself, even though she has had to defend her pleasures on the platform 
as well (see Tiidenberg & Paasonen, 2018, pp. 385–386).

Curating one’s sexual visibility online involves vulnerabilities. For numerous interviewees, 
the expression of one’s sexuality has been more compromised offline than on AS, even though the 
world of AS is far from perfect. Most participants agree that the platform has social hierarchies 
and conflicts between users despite its somewhat anarchistic and sex-positive atmosphere. The 
study participants keep taking numerous precautions while on AS, such as using pseudonyms, 
cropping and processing images to hide tattoos, and limiting giving out information that might 
allow for offline recognition (see Tiidenberg, 2016, p. 1565; Albury & Byron, 2016, pp. 5–7). 
“What is once posted on the internet can never be taken away” is recited multiple times during the 
interviews. The participants are worried about possible consequences for their work and social life 
if their sexual side is revealed. Still, the potential risks of not being able to live out one’s sexuality 
are more pressing than those connected to the site’s use.

AS’s value is connected to the significance of having the possibility to be seen as a sexual 
being on one’s own terms. For many, AS enables at least partial freedom from the need to explain 
or defend one’s sexuality (see Byron, 2019, pp. 336–338). From the viewpoint of sexual rights, 
freedom of sexual expression is essential to support sexual justice. Sexual rights should guarantee 
individuals and communities the right to express their sexuality, gender, and relationships without 
fear of discrimination (WAS, 2014, Rights 1, 2, 3, 13). In the case of AS, the freedom of expression 
guarantees the right to be seen, resulting in a unique gallery of bodies, aesthetics, and pleasures, 
allowing for learning and broadening perspectives. 

The Right to See and Learn

AS has broadened my perspective a lot. I feel so much better about my body. The 
ability to see different people and their bodies, their different preferences. And to 
meet people whose sexual tastes are different from mine. I’ve learned from them. 
I’ve grown so much, not only as a person but as a sexual being. (Female user, bi, 
born in the 90s)

The right to visibility discussed in the previous section is a precondition for a space for 
learning visually from different bodies and ways of deriving erotic enjoyment. As a gallery of 
bodies and pleasures, AS contains material that is not readily available in the current media 
landscape. Sexual visibility tends to be distributed along what is considered conventionally and 
commercially beautiful, desirable, and “normal,” leaving out that which is marginalized and queer 

 
1 DD/lg dynamic refers to “Daddy Dom/little girl,” a form of consensual adult power exchange that typically 
combines elements of age difference, dominance and submission, and caregiving dynamics.
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(Are & Paasonen, 2021; Paasonen & Sundén, 2024). The users jointly underline the value of 
diverse representations of bodies, sex acts, and relationships.

Even though AS contains lots of “ordinary sex with socks on,” as coined by one of the 
participants, many interviewees enjoy practices other than the standard penile-vaginal intercourse 
practiced in private. For those positioned outside ‘the charmed circle’ of sexual respectability 
(Rubin, 1984), recognizing similarities between their own sexual tastes and those of others can be 
essential for making sense of the self and overcoming shame. To illustrate, a pansexual woman in 
her 30s states that using the site has had a “tremendous impact.” She used to feel intense shame 
around her sexuality but now reckons that “the shame has evaporated.” For some, like the 
participant quoted at the beginning of the section, growth becomes possible in situations where 
connections are created with users “whose sexual tastes are different from mine.” On both 
occasions, perspectives can be broadened, and horizons of erotic possibilities widened.

The value of the variation seen on AS is strongly linked to the fact that the content is 
(mainly) produced by people who are not professionals in producing erotic material. The sense of 
DIY authenticity is discussed and valued throughout the interviews. In the words of a straight 
female participant in her 30s, also an OnlyFans content producer:

Alaston Suomi makes it possible to see real people, compared to porn – well, there’s
of course variation as well – but to see genuine people who are just the way they 
are. And everyone is willing to show their traits. I’m not saying flaws, but traits. 
And it’s like visiting a public sauna in a swimming hall, you’re able to see real 
people and real bodies, and in that way, it’s good for the sexual culture in Finland.

In the excerpt above, and the same comparison was made in several interviews, AS 
resembles a public sauna. Finnish public sauna is by default not an erotic space, but one of the few 
places where one can still see nude bodies of people from different generations and ways of living, 
albeit usually segregated by gender. The comparison highlights the site’s national intelligibility. 
The cultural recognizability of AS is often felt to enhance a sense of familiarity, belonging, and 
trust in the site. During the interviews, many participants stated they could not imagine a 
“homemade” platform like AS operating outside Finland (Vihlman, 2022; Sundén et al., 2024). 
The value of seeing bodies and pleasures outside normative standards is combined with the 
pleasure brought by the distance from polished and airbrushed media imagery (Tiidenberg & 
Gómez Cruz, 2015, pp. 91, 95). AS offers glimpses of mundane and ordinary eroticism, allowing 
for learning through recognition and identification.

In numerous interviews, the users elaborate that on the site, there is something for everyone 
and someone for everything, which sets the cultural norms around acceptable bodies and 
sexualities in motion. A flexibly straight woman born in the ‘80s has paid attention to how on AS, 
“you can see a lot of tiny penises, even micropenises… [and] all kinds of bodies and penises of all 
sizes receive positive comments and admiration.” Seeing otherwise stigmatized bodies and body 
parts – such as micropenises – as admired and respected teaches users new ways of looking at 
bodies, pleasuring bodies, and living in bodies. The way AS is seen as “homemade” and relatively 
body-positive compared to other social media platforms (see Tiidenberg & Gómez Cruz, 2015, p. 
86) promotes the site’s value as a space for collective learning. As the quality of official sex 
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education in Finland varies (see Kontula & Meriläinen, 2007; Nielsen, Paasonen & Spišák, 2015, 
p. 473; Honkasalo, 2018), the platform gives much-needed room for sex ed in the form of peer 
pedagogy.

The site’s significance is not only about being seen as a sexual individual but also about 
being part of a community of users who share a curiosity and willingness to learn about sexuality. 
Using AS, be it lurking, generating content, or interacting with others, allows users to explore both 
their own eroticism and that of others. The interviews contain numerous experiences that underline 
the positive effects of AS use on the participants’ sexual self-knowledge. For many participants, 
learning and exploring have contributed to heightened sexual self-understanding and amplified 
sexual agency. This, in turn, can translate into pleasure- and consent-based sexual practices that 
allow for negotiating desires and boundaries alike. In the words of a primarily straight/bi-curious 
man born in the ‘70s:

[Using AS] has contributed to my self-understanding as I’ve learned to know 
myself sexually. What interests me, what kind of a person I am, what excites me 
sexually, and what does not. And how to express my sexuality, for example, in a 
conversation or on the site. As I was talking about the curiosity and courage to be 
on AS, it has helped me understand who I am. The fact that I’ve come to realize 
who I am satisfies me. That I’ve dared to be on the site and talk about these things 
and express my sexuality.

The fulfillment of sexual rights requires access to comprehensive and inclusive knowledge 
on how to build sexual practices that are both safe and pleasurable (WAS, 2014, Rights 8, 9, 10). 
The further the practices and pleasures are from “the charmed circle” (Rubin, 1984), the less likely 
they are to be covered in sex education curricula neutrally or positively. Seen in this vein, AS helps 
to fill an urgent gap between formal sex education and adult users’ needs for both knowledge and 
affirmation. Exploring a wide variety of ordinary bodies and erotic practices allows users to make 
sense of their bodies and sexualities. For many, sexual self-knowledge gained through seeing and 
learning translates into a heightened ability to recognize one’s likes and dislikes and set boundaries 
accordingly. This makes room for fabricating various forms of intimacies and ethical ways of co-
existing. 

The Right to Connect and Belong

Back in the days this [AS] was for self-exploration and possibly searching for 
masturbation material. And then, I ended up discussing with people, polls, blogs, 
and meet-ups, through which I have also found partners for sex and such. And 
actually… some people have even found a spouse, are still connected, in a 
relationship, or married, things like that. It’s brought me a kind of hope. People are 
finding each other [through AS]. (Male user, pansexual, born in the ‘80s)

As analyzed in the previous sections, the right to be visible and the possibility to learn and 
grow can be achieved by various ways of using the site, which may include no, little, or a lot of 
direct contact between the users. For most of the study participants, however, the social aspect of 
the service in the form of online and offline encounters is essential. The way AS facilitates – and 
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sometimes does not facilitate – connections and relationships the users long for was a theme 
discussed in every interview. The users’ social needs for the site vary remarkably according to 
personal preferences, existing social networks, fluctuating relationship statuses, and overall life 
situations. In the excerpt above, an informant with over a decade of user experience on AS 
describes its significance for his sociability, ranging from communicating through the platform’s
affordances to offline meet-ups and partnered sex. He also mentions the hope that emerges when 
he sees that people are finding each other through AS, even during the COVID-19 lockdown, 
during which the interviews were done.

AS is branded and used as a sexual social media (see Paasonen et al., 2023), making 
sexuality a pivotal aspect of the sociability of the site. The platform allows for various shared 
sexual activities that can take place online, offline, and between. These activities may include, for 
example, virtual flirting, enacting fantasy scenarios, arranging BDSM sessions, leaving a naughty 
comment to someone amidst one’s workday, hooking up, and having group sex. AS is particularly 
apt for specific erotic preferences, such as exhibitionism and voyeurism, with the pre-negotiated 
consent for peeping and erotic visibility given by the gallery’s modus operandi.

The fact that the sociability on AS includes sexuality and sex does not mean, however, that 
everything connected to the platform is about sexuality and sex – a point many participants wanted 
to underline specifically. Criticism towards the overly sexualized platform vernacular (see Gibbs 
et al., 2015) is prevalent. Many lament how some male users are unwilling to respect sexual 
boundaries and tend to mistake a site allowing for sexuality for a space where they should be
entitled to sexual contact. For the study participants, the key to ethically navigating sexual and 
non-sexual aspects of the site’s sociability is consent rather than pre-existing understandings of 
the kind of relationships that should or should not entail sexual contact. Sex is seen to be about 
situationally negotiated pleasures between willing and consenting adults (Hammack, Frost, & 
Hughes, 2019).

These negotiated pleasures can occur in various relationships, whose form and content may 
shift across time according to participants’ needs. A bisexual man in his 40s explains what he terms 
a bubble of friends: “[o]ur friendship might have started from that reason [using AS or other sexual 
social media], but it’s not like every time we meet or chat, it would be about sex or fucking; it’s
about being friends.” A friendship may well include physical touch and sex as a form of affection 
and care within his bubble, contrasting the friendship norms of what he calls “the vanilla world.”
The aspect of mutual care and holding space for each other’s sexuality is further highlighted as a 
straight bi-curious woman in her 30s talks about an offline encounter with a fellow AS user. Here, 
the possibility of a shared sexual experience does not require that the eroticism of the situation is 
felt symmetrically by everyone involved:

I have even had coffee once with a man who was a crossdresser. He was over 50. I 
had no intention of having sex with him or revealing myself to him or something 
like that during our live meeting. He just wanted to wear pantyhose. He can’t do 
that at home in front of his wife. So, he got a place for expressing that side of him.

Rather than downplaying the role of the sexual on AS, the study informants’ arguments 
underscore first, the artificiality and impossibility of trying to neatly separate sexuality from the 
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social fabric of life and, second, the need for consent-based communicative practices around 
sexuality and sex. The interviews contain numerous examples of how sexual and non-sexual ways 
of being in contact assemble differently across time and space. To illustrate, a pansexual man born 
in the ‘60s recounts that on AS, he has found partners for different explorations such as kinky play 
and group sex. He continues to talk about the importance of the contacts he has made:

Many of them, almost all of them, have also become very good friends of mine…
we’ve done so much together, visited weddings and funerals, gathered money when 
someone’s been in trouble, all kinds of things…. Otherwise, I would probably be 
in my own age bubble, but I’m not. I have friends and acquaintances all around 
Finland, even though our life situations are different. I find that incredibly cool.

For many study participants, like the one quoted above, AS makes it possible to integrate 
sexuality and sex into their everyday sociability. The platform’s value is integrally connected to 
possibilities of caring, connecting, and belonging. To form intimate connections, bonds, relations, 
and communities according to one’s preferences without fear of being negatively sanctioned is a 
fundamental sexual right (WAS, 2014, Rights 11, 12, 14, 15). However, many study participants 
have had difficulties finding offline and online spaces that allow their sociability and sexuality to 
co-exist. Forced bracketing of one’s sexuality can contribute to stigma and minority stress (Brooks, 
1981), heightening the danger of context collapse1 in online environments (Duguay, 2016) and 
adverse outcomes in case of an unwanted outing2 (Cho, 2018). AS allows the users to tie together 
sexuality and various forms of sociability, ranging from loose connections formed through being 
a registered service member to sharing everyday material realities. 

Discussion

In the analysis above, I examined the significance of AS for its users by distinguishing 
three key aspects of the site’s value: the right to be seen, the right to see and learn, and the right to 
belong. The findings reveal that the site’s positive value is closely tied to fulfilling participants’
sexual rights, particularly those related to visibility and non-discrimination, access to information, 
and assembly around sexuality, intimacy, and pleasure (see WAS, 2014, 2019). For some of the 
users interviewed, AS represents one of the few, if not the only, spaces where they can exercise 
their right to explore and express (non-normative) pleasures and intimacies. However, the study 
participants also fully acknowledge that the platform is not without risks and cannot be considered 
a completely safe haven.

Sexual rights are indivisible, meaning that an individual’s sexual well-being cannot be fully 
ensured if any of their sexual rights are compromised. In this context, the current deplatforming of 
sexual content from commercial social media poses a significant threat to sexual well-being, 
particularly for individuals and communities whose bodies, sexualities, and relationship 
configurations challenge normative assumptions and ideals about intimacy and bodily pleasure. 
From the perspective of sexual rights, it is also essential to consider what users stand to lose if they 

 
1 Context collapse refers to the merging of distinct social groups into a single audience, especially on social media 
platforms.
2 Outing refers to the act of revealing someone’s private or undisclosed sexual or gender identity without their 
consent. 
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are unable to use online platforms as part of their sexual expression (Paasonen et al., 2023; see 
also Spišák, 2024).

In online spaces, there is always a risk that erotic material may be misused or distributed 
unethically. But what about the risk of not being recognized as a sexual being? Similarly, there is 
a risk that users might be exposed to sexual content that is inappropriate or overwhelming. Yet, 
what about the risk of not having access to images of real bodies or safe, educational 
representations of pleasure? There is also a risk that someone might contact users with malicious 
sexual intentions. But what about the risk of not being able to connect with others sexually in the 
first place? And so on. 

Deplatforming sex can only be considered a viable option when sexuality-related harms 
unequivocally and consistently outweigh the joys and pleasures associated with sexuality. As both 
a sex researcher and a clinical sexologist committed to promoting sexual safety, justice, and 
pleasure, I advocate for examining online environments through the lens of sexual rights. This 
perspective enables a comprehensive approach that considers risks and vulnerabilities—rightly 
receiving much attention—while also recognizing the fundamental importance of online spaces in 
fostering positive sexuality and erotic well-being.

In the context of research, the sexual rights perspective challenges our knowledge 
production by encouraging us to set aside presumptions and ask open-ended questions that explore 
the benefits, drawbacks, and neutral aspects of online sexuality. In clinical practice, this 
perspective highlights the multifaceted nature of online sexuality—which may be simultaneously 
harmful and beneficial to clients’ sexual well-being— enabling practitioners to avoid reductive 
conclusions and instead develop individualized therapeutic approaches. At the policy level, the 
sexual rights framework offers a much-needed understanding of the value online sexuality holds 
for users, while still addressing the associated risks. 

This nuanced both-and approach is intrinsic to the concept of sexual rights: there can be no 
absolute freedom to experience pleasure without freedom from harm. Rather than relying solely 
on bans or “gag orders” (Spišák et al., 2021), which draw rigid lines between social and sexual 
online spaces, there is an urgent need to develop sexual-rights-informed policies and practices. 
Such measures should enhance safety, foster consensuality, and uphold the right to seek intimacy 
and pleasure in digital environments.

Conclusion

In this article, I have analyzed the felt significance of having the right to exist in a sex-
affirming online environment. Through an empirical investigation of Alastonsuomi.com, I have 
examined how users negotiate the site’s positive value for their sexuality and sociability in relation 
to sexual rights. For the interviewees, the significance of AS is tied, first, to the ability to exist and 
be recognized as a sexual being; second, to the opportunity to observe, learn, and reflect on the 
material posted on the site while enjoying it; and third, to the possibility of forming contacts, 
connections, and communities with fellow users on and through the site. AS is a place where 
individuals should neither feel ashamed of being sexual nor disconnect their sexuality from the 
fabric of social life. This environment enables the exploration of pleasures, boundaries, and new 
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ways of caring and being intimate. The study advocates examining digital environments from a 
sexual rights perspective, balancing awareness of the associated risks with an acknowledgment of 
the fundamental importance of these spaces for fostering positive sexuality.
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