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Celebrating the Lives and Strategies of Black Women Digital Erotic Cultural Producers

Shawna Shipley-Gates
University of Kansas

sshipleygates@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Digital erotic cultural production as a form of resistance against sexual oppression has the
potential to encourage Black women to self-define, embrace, and subjectify their sexual
desires, thus improving their sexual health behaviors. Using surveys and interviews, this study
investigated the lives and strategies of Black women digital erotic cultural producers. Findings
suggest that Black women digital erotic cultural producers lead lives as sexual health
professionals who deploy strategies to pursue a positive change in the sexual behaviors of
their priority audiences. Such change is needed to address the largely neglected disparities in
Black women’s sexual health.

Keywords: Black feminisms, culture, erotic, sexuality, digital spaces, resistance

Introduction

Black female sexuality has been silenced, ignored, and deemed invisible by sexual
oppressions including misogynoir, homophobia, and biased algorithms that relegate Black
women’s! bodies as targets of sexual injury instead of sources of self-subjectified pleasure.
(Bailey, 2021; Noble, 2018; Smith, 1983). Such sexual oppressions have the potential to suppress
Black women’s eroticism, thus negatively influencing their pleasure-based sexual health
behaviors. Broadly, eroticism is defined as one’s desire for pleasure, but Black feminists have
theorized eroticism’s power to transform Black women from hypersexualized objects to erotic
subjects. Audre Lorde’s foundational essay “Uses of the Erotic” describes the erotic as “a measure
between the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos of our strongest feelings. It is an internal
sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we know we can aspire. For having
experienced the fullness of this depth of feeling and recognizing its power, in honor and self-
respect we can require no less of ourselves” (Lorde, 1984, p. 54). While Lorde’s influential essay
views the erotic as a source of power, some traditional Black feminists have only situated Black
women’s eroticism in sexual trauma, violence, and pain. As a response, contemporary Black
feminist theorizing deemphasized the focus on historical pain, heteronormativity, and
respectability politics to imagine a space where the erotic is a source of pleasure that challenges
sexual oppressions outside a heteropatriarchal lens (brown, 2019; Miller-Young, 2014; Morgan,
2015; Nash, 2018).

! According to Moya Bailey, “misogynoir is deployed because of social beliefs about Black women, and those of us
who are read as Black women—despite our self-identification—get caught in the crosshairs” (Bailey, 2021, p. 20).
When | refer to Black women or girls, this includes queer, cisgender, transgender, non-binary femmes and other
minoritized genders who experience misogynoir.
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Black women have an opportunity to produce space for an autonomous erotic culture that
places Black women’s sexual desires into public spheres rather than remaining in private spaces
that perpetuate the suppression of Black women’s erotic power (Stallings, 2007). Erotic cultural
production involves the creation of a powerful culture in public spheres that promotes sensuality,
sexual liberation, and erotic agency—all positive sexual health behaviors (Cunningham, 2018).
Black women’s erotic cultural production has been exemplified in many ways including music,
pornography, and fashion (Davis, 1998; Miller-Young, 2014; Zook, 2000). Black women’s erotic
cultural production is not only a sensual, sexually liberating, and erotically agential space for the
reclamation and self-definition of Black female sexuality but also a form of Black feminist
resistance against sexual oppression (Collins, 2000). Current literature on pre-digital erotic
resistance against sexual oppression has been publicly and academically recognized regarding
slavery, popular culture, pornography, and Black lesbian feminist organizing (Combahee River
Collective, 1979; Davis, 1998; Johnson, 2020;; Lee, 2010; Lindsey & Johnson, 2014; Miller-
Young, 2014; Smith, 1983). Such work highlights the need for a strategy of resistance that allows
Black women to prioritize their own erotic lifestyles to write their own sexual narratives.

Recently, there has been an increase in literature on Black feminist resistance in digital
landscapes that affirms the need to address Black women’s intersectional social justice issues in
relation to racialized gender violence, mental health, and hair discrimination (Jackson, Bailey &
Welles, 2020; Kendall, 2020; Tate, 2016). While these scholars broadly embed digital erotic
resistance within their respective work, the erotic resistance of Black women on digital platforms,
including social media, blogs, and podcasts, has yet to be studied extensively. For instance, digital
alchemist Moya Bailey, author of Misogynoir Transformed: Black Women’s Digital Resistance
(2021), analyzes digital resistance by exploring transformative justice and harm reduction and she
dedicates one chapter to web shows by Black women that transform misogynoir—which refers to
misogyny directed towards Black women—by openly celebrating their sexuality. As her book
indicates, there is limited literature that focuses solely on digital resistance and the erotic. Digital
erotic resistance is defined as the utilization of erotic cultural production in digital spaces as a form
of resistance against sexual oppression. This form of resistance has the potential to encourage
Black women to self-define, embrace, and subjectify their sexual desires, thus improving their
sexual health behaviors. According to L.H. Stallings (2007), author of Mutha’ is Half a Word:
Intersections of Folklore, Vernacular, Myth, and Queerness in Black Female Culture, discourses
that focus on desire “lead to languages of sexual rights that Black females need to know and
embrace for their own sake” (p. 293). My research contributes to this growing discourse that
focuses on desire as resistance against sexual oppressions that impinge on such sexual rights and
celebrates the lives of Black women who engage in digital erotic cultural production as a form of
resistance against those oppressions.

Digital erotic cultural production refers to the production of erotic content in digital spaces
that contributes to one’s culture (See below for Figure 1. Example of Digital Erotic Cultural
Production in which Black queer femme sexuality educator, Ericka Hart features in a Netflix
docuseries about pleasure). Black women who engage in digital erotic cultural production often
struggle with whether to identify as cultural producers, social media influencers, or content
creators. ShaVaughn—a pleasure-based scholar and text-based digital erotic cultural producer with
eight years of experience—qgrappled with the idea of identifying as a content creator:
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First, 1 was nervous, because | was like do I do digital content? And then | was like,
yes, I’m on Instagram so that makes me a digital content producer. Sometimes |
don’t embrace the fact that I’m a content Creator [sic], even though | am a content
creator. Women who create erotic content, and if you are talking about pleasure; if
you’re talking about sex ED [sic]; if you’re talking about all those different things,
you are an erotic content Creator [sic]. Raise your hand and me included because
that’s what you do. (ShaVaughn, May 20, 2022)

The term digital erotic cultural production gives credit to those whose work not only entertains
and influences online audiences but also contributes to their culture’s values, beliefs, and practices
as a form of resistance against sexual oppression.

THE PRINCIPLES OF

PLEASURE

Figure 1. Example of Digital Erotic Cultural Production

Stemming from a larger project focused on the sexual health influence of Black women’s
digital erotic resistance, this article investigates the lives and strategies of Black women who utilize
digital erotic cultural production to support my argument that Black women digital erotic cultural
producers function as sexual health professionals who think intentionally about the strategies they
employ to effectively engage with their priority audiences. Specifically, Black women digital
erotic cultural producers deploy strategies to pursue a positive change in the sexual behaviors of
their priority audiences including relaying key messages, curating brand aesthetics, and selecting
digital platforms. Drawing on 36 interviews and 110 survey results about their lives and strategies
associated with digital erotic cultural production, I will first discuss the demographic information
of the Black women digital erotic cultural producers who participated in this study. Second, I will
share what inspires these women to engage in digital erotic cultural production. Third, I will report
the key messages that Black women digital erotic cultural producers relay to their priority
audiences. Fourth, I will explain how Black women digital erotic cultural producers choose their
brand aesthetics. Lastly, | will reveal their preferred digital platforms for digital erotic cultural
production.
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Methods

This study investigates the following research question: Who are the Black women who
utilize digital erotic resistance and what digital platforms, tools and strategies do they use? To
answer this research question, this study adopted the Black Feminist Standpoint Theory to
prioritize the unique standpoint, situated knowledge, and lived experiences of Black women digital
erotic cultural producers (Collins, 2000). Additionally, Black Feminist Standpoint theory provides
a lens to critically examine power dynamics, intersectional identities, and the oppressive social
structures that influence the sexual health behaviors among Black women (Collins, 2000).
Furthermore, this study employs mixed methodological approaches including semi-structured
interviews and online surveys. By combining both quantitative and qualitative research methods,
this study can achieve a more nuanced, holistic, and comprehensive understanding of the lives and
strategies of Black women who engage in digital erotic cultural production.

Participants

As an introduction into the lives and strategies among Black women digital erotic cultural
producers, Table 1 contains survey responses that describe the demographic information among
these women. These participants included 110 African American/Black women (n= 102 cisgender
and n=8 non-binary femme) aged 22-62 years old (mean= 34). The majority of participants were
formally educated; 32.7% had earned a master’s degree and 31.8% a bachelor’s degree. Most of
the participants either had an annual income distribution of $35,000 to $49,999 (21.8%); $50,000
to $74,999 (24.5%); or over $100,000 (20.9%). Many of the participants sexually identified as
heterosexual (43.6%) and were currently single or never married (41%). Christianity was the most
common religious affiliation among participants (40%). Mental health/sex therapy were the most
common specialty topic (23.5%) followed by both sex education and body image at 11.8%. Over
half of participants preferred visual-based digital platforms including Instagram, Facebook, and
YouTube (51.8%). Participants gained knowledge in their specialty from personal experiences and
had experience in their specialty ranging from 1 to 42 years (mean= 6.2 years). Out of 110 total
digital erotic cultural producers, 36 women participated in an interview while the remaining 74
digital erotic cultural producers declined an opportunity to be contacted for an interview; did not
respond to a follow-up contact email for interview scheduling; or agreed to be contacted for an
interview after the group quota was met.

Measures

Socio-Demographic Information.

Participant demographic information was collected as follows: age, education, income,
relationship status, religious affiliation, sexual identity, and gender identity.

Digital Erotic Cultural Production

Digital erotic cultural producers were asked closed and open-ended questions about their
digital erotic cultural production in detail, including primary erotic specialties (i.e., What level of
expertise do you have in your erotic specialty?); digital platforms (i.e., What made you choose
your primary digital platform?); inspiration behind digital erotic cultural production (i.e.,
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Who/What inspired you to engage in digital erotic cultural production?); brand aesthetic (i.e., What
did you take into consideration when creating the overall aesthetic of your digital erotic brand?);
and the priority audience (i.e., Who is your priority audience and what message did you want to

send?).

Table 1

Demographic Information of Black Women Digital Erotic Cultural Producers by Digital Platform Category

No Digital
Commerce/  Platform
Visual Audio Text Subscription  Category Total
Characteristic (n=57) (n=7) (n=13) (n=16) (n=17) (N=110)
Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean
(range) (range) (range) (range) (range) (range)
Age 34.2 36.3 29.8 33.7 33.9 33.6
(23-47) (33-39) (23-42) (24-62) (22-49) (22-62)
Years of Experience 10.0 8.9 2.7 6.8 2.5 6.2
(2-42) (6-13) (1-17) (2-15) (1-3) (1-42)
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Interview Participation 18 (31.6) 4(57.1) 6(46.2) 8 (50.0) 0 (0.0) 36 (32.7)
Gender Identity
Cisgender female 55 (96.5) 7(100.0) 9(69.2) 16(100.0)0 15(88.2) 102 (92.7)
Non-binary femme 2 (3.5) 0(0.0) 4(30.8) 0 (0.0) 2 (11.8) 8(7.3)
Education Level
Some High School, no 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 1(1.0)
diploma
Some college credit, no 6 (10.5) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 4 (25.0) 5(29.4) 16 (14.5)
degree
Trade/Technical/vocational 1(1.8) 0(0.0) 0 (0) 4 (25) 1(5.9) 6 (5.5)
Associate degree 5 (8.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 5 (4.5)
Bachelor’s degree 18 (31.6) 4(57.1) 4(28.6) 5(31.3) 4 (23.5) 35 (31.8)
Master’s degree 22 (38.6) 3(42.9) 4(28.6) 1(6.3) 6 (35.3) 36 (32.7)
Doctorate degree 4 (7.0) 0(0.0) 2 (15.4) 0(0.0) 1(5.9) 7(6.4)
Professional degree 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (1.8)
Prefer not to respond 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 1(6.3) 0(0.0) 2(1.8)
Income Level
Less than $20,000 6 (10.5) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(5.9) 7 (6.4)
$20,000- $34,999 5(8.8) 0(0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 2 (11.8) 8(7.3)
$35,000- $49,999 14 (24.6) 0(0.0) 4(28.6) 2 (12.5) 4 (23.5) 24 (21.8)
$50,000- $74,999 13 (22.8) 6 (85.7) 4(28.6) 2 (12.5) 2 (11.8) 27 (24.5)
$75,000- $99,999 7 (12.3) 1(143) 1(7.7) 1(6.3) 1(5.9) 11 (10.0)
Over $100,000 9 (15.8) 0(0.0) 2(15.4) 8 (50.0) 4 (23.5) 23 (20.9)
Prefer not to respond 3(5.3) 0(0.0) 1(7.7) 3(18.8) 3 (17.6) 10 (9.1)
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Table 1 Continued
Visual Audio Text Commerce None Total
Characteristic n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Sexual
Identity/Orientation
Heterosexual 29 (50.9) 4(57.1) 3(23.1) 1(6.3) 11 (64.7) 48 (43.6)
Homosexual 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Bisexual 11 (19.3) 1(14.3) 2(15.4) 2 (12.5) 3(17.6) 19 (17.3)
Queer 4 (7.0) 1(143) 3(23.1) 6 (37.5) 2 (11.8) 16 (14.5)
Pansexual 8 (14.0) 1(14.3) 4 (28.6) 6 (37.5) 1(5.9) 20 (18.2)
Demisexual 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 1(0.9)
Asexual 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Fluid 2 (3.5) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 2(1.8)
Prefer not to respond 2 (3.5) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Relationship Status
Single, never married 23 (40.4) 2 (28.6) 6 (46.2) 3(18.8) 11 (64.7) 45 (41)
Married or domestic 13 (22.8) 1(14.3) 1(7.7) 2 (12.5) 2 (11.8) 19 (17.3)
partnership
Divorced/Separated 2 (3.5) 2(28.6) 0(0.0 0 (0.0) 1(5.9) 5 (4.5)
Dating 6 (10.5) 0(0.0) 2(15.4) 2 (12.5) 2 (11.8) 12 (10.9)
Living with Partner 5 (8.8) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 1(5.9) 7 (6.4)
Complicated 1(1.8) 1(14.3) 1(7.7) 1(6.3) 0(0.0) 4 (3.6)
Polyamory 5(8.8) 1(143) 2(15.4) 6 (37.5) 0 (0.0) 14 (12.7)
Friends with Benefits 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Polygamy 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0)
In a Relationship 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Prefer not to respond 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (12.5) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Religious Affiliation
Christian 21 (36.8) 4(57.1) 3(23.1) 5(31.3) 11 (64.7) 44 (40.0)
Spirituality 5(8.8) 1(143) 3(23.1) 2 (12.5) 0 (0.0) 11 (10.0)
Ifa 3(5.3) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Hoodoo 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
African traditions 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 1(5.9) 3(2.7)
Agnostic 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Buddhist 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 2(1.8)
Muslim 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Life and Astrology 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Omnist 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
No Religious Affiliation 26 (45.6) 2(28.6) 4(28.6) 7 (43.8) 5(29.4) 15 (13.6)
Prefer not to respond 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
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Table 1 Continued

Visual Audio Text Commerce None Total

Characteristic n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Specialty Topic
Sex Education 11 (19.3) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0(0.0) 2 (11.8) 13 (11.8)
Body Image 9 (15.8) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 1(6.3) 2 (11.8) 13 (11.8)
Mental Health/Sex Therapy 6 (10.5) 2 (28.6) 1(7.7) 3(18.8) 4 (23.5) 16 (14.5)
Religion/Spirituality 5(8.8) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (11.8) 7 (6.4)
BDSM/Kink/Fetish 3(6.3) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 5(31.3) 2 (11.8) 11 (10.0)
Sexual Trauma/Violence 2 (3.5) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0(0.0) 1(5.9) 4 (3.6)
Liberation 2 (3.5) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(5.9) 3(2.7)
LGBTQIA 2 (3.5) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 1(5.9) 3(2.7)
Fashion 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Sex work 2 (3.5) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 2 (12.5) 1(5.9) 6 (5.5)
Pleasure 3(5.3) 2 (28.6) 1(7.7) 1(6.3) 0(0.0) 7(6.4)
Fitness/Dance 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Healthcare 3(6.3) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Age 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Empowerment 1(1.8) 2(28.6) 0(0.0 2 (12.5) 0 (0.0) 5(4.5)
Living with STIs 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Sex Products 1(1.8) 0(0.0) 2 (15.4) 1(6.3) 0(0.0) 4 (3.6)
Erotic Art 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 2(1.8)
Sexual Confidence 1(1.8) 1(14.3) 0(0.0 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 2(1.8)
Destigmatization 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Sex Technology 0 (0.0) 0(0.0)0 2(15.4) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Sex-Positive Parenting 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 1(5.9) 1(1.1)
Specialty Experience?
Lived Experience 51 5 10 14 5 85
Academic/Scholar 21 2 4 6 0 33
Health Professional 14 1 3 3 0 21
Self-Taught 4 0 3 3 1 10

2 This variable has non-mutually exclusive responses, therefore does not include percentages.

Procedure

The study protocol was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at the author’s
institution. Data was collected from June 2022 to September 2022. Participants were recruited by
a convenience and snowball sampling technique (Miles & Huberman, 1994), digital flyer via social
media networks, and e-mail. Specifically, participants were recruited from the author’s personal
network of digital erotic cultural producers and consumers via social media direct messages and
email. Additionally, a digital flyer was shared with the author’s personal network via social media
platforms including Instagram and Facebook which was then disseminated to other potential
participants using the snowball sampling technique.
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Digital erotic cultural producers who expressed interest in an interview were sent a link to
the online scheduling system via email or social media direct message. Before the interview, an
online informed consent form was completed via Qualtrics. Additionally, a verbal reiteration was
offered at the beginning of each interview as a reminder of the interview recording and usage of
personal information. All participants included in this manuscript provided consent electronically
to include real names, pseudonyms, and/or digital erotic brand names with their direct quotes for
publications and presentations. Any disclosure of the human subjects’ responses in this publication
should not place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects’
financial standing, employability, educational advancement, or reputation since the majority of the
participants are already transparent about their digital erotic cultural production and are not
operating outside the parameters of the laws governing their digital erotic activities in their
respective states.

At the start of each interview, a 10-minute survey was administered to digital erotic cultural
producers in two different ways: online format was completed by the interview participant or paper
format was filled out by the interviewer for the interview participants. Following the survey, semi-
structured interviews were conducted via Zoom video conferencing with digital erotic cultural
producers fostering critical dialogue to identify the characteristics of digital erotic resistance
among Black women. The semi-structured interviews allowed space for the refinement of
interview questions based on the emergence of unanticipated yet important data (Strauss & Corbin,
1990). Each interview was recorded and transcribed via Zoom.

Non-interview participants completed one 15-minute survey via Qualtrics that asked a
specific set of questions about cultural production to redirect them to different sections pertaining
to their respective cultural production group (i.e., Do you produce erotic content? Is any of your
content in digital spaces?) Informed consent was provided before the start of the survey.
Participants who identified as digital erotic cultural producers were asked questions regarding
socio-demographics and were forwarded to the section of the survey for digital erotic cultural
producers identical to the survey administered to digital erotic cultural producers who participated
in an interview. Following the completion of the survey section for digital erotic cultural
producers, these participants were offered the opportunity to be contacted for an interview.

Data Analysis

To assess the lives and strategies among Black women digital erotic cultural producers, the
survey data were used to calculate descriptive statistics of demographic information including age
ranges, income levels, and religious affiliations. Furthermore, Table 2 provides overall
descriptions of the strategies of Black women digital erotic cultural producers including primary
digital platforms, average number of followers, and top cities reached. Interview data were coded
to identify key themes related to Black women’s lives and strategies within digital erotic cultural
production. Atlas.ti (a coding software) was used to conduct a content analysis for thematic coding
on each interview transcript to identify key themes that explored Black women’s digital erotic
cultural production. To conduct this analysis, a coding manual was created with thematic codes,
descriptions, and examples. First, each interview transcript was assigned a code that coincided
with each digital platform category. Second, an initial list of code categories was created to
coincide with the major sections and subsections of the interview guide (i.e., priority audience,
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brand aesthetic, and digital erotic cultural production inspiration). Third, all interview transcripts
were reviewed to curate an exhaustive list of themes for each code category (i.e., priority audience-
Black women living with disabilities; brand aesthetic-authentic; and digital erotic cultural
production inspiration-poor treatment in digital spaces). Lastly, common themes were selected
based on the number and/or quality of interview quotes across all digital platform categories.

Table 2

Strategies of Black Women Digital Erotic Cultural Producers by Digital Platform Category

No Digital
Commerce/  Platform
Visual Audio Text Subscription  Category Total
Characteristic (n=57) (n=7) (n=13) (n=16) (n=17) (N=110)
Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean
(range) (range) (range) (range) (range) (range)
Number of Followers 15,277 28,640 5,175 55,503 4434 21,806
(5- (200- (120- (100- (4434- (5-
127,000) 71,000) 17,000) 400,000) 4434) 400,000)
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Primary Digital Platform
Instagram 48 (84.2) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 48 (43.6)
Facebook 2(3.5) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (1.8)
TikTok 3(.3) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
YouTube 1(1.8) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Website 1(1.8) 0(0.0) 2(15.4) 2 (12.5) 0 (0.0) 5(4.5)
Podcast 0 (0.0) 7 (100.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 7 (6.4)
Snap Chat 2 (3.5) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2(2.2)
Twitter 0 (0.0) 0(0.0) 9(69.2) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 9(8.2)
Blog 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Mighty Networks 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(7.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Only Fans 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0 (0.0) 8 (50.0) 0 (0.0) 8(7.8)
Sex Friendly sites 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3(18.8) 0 (0.0) 3(2.7)
Minivid 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1(6.3) 0 (0.0) 1(0.9)
Webinar/Digital Workshop 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (12.5) 0 (0.0) 2 (1.8)
No response 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 17 (100.0) 17 (15.4)
Priority Audiences?
Black Cisgender Female 42 3 5 7 2 59
Black Transgender Female 11 2 2 2 0 17
Other Black People with
Feminine Experiences 2 2 3 2 1 10
Black people without
Feminine Experiences 2 0 2 4 4 12

aThis variable has non-mutually exclusive responses, therefore does not include percentages.
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Table 2 Continued

Visual Audio Text Commerce None Total

Characteristic n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Top Cities Reached?
New York 20 1 2 6 1 30
Chicago 8 0 1 3 1 13
Atlanta 8 1 0 3 1 13
Los Angeles 6 1 3 3 2 15
Houston 4 1 0 0 0 5
St. Louis 0 1 0 0 0 1
Las Vegas 0 0 1 0 0 1
Miami 0 0 1 0 0 1
Philadelphia 0 0 1 1 1 3
Oklahoma City 0 0 1 0 0 1
Detroit 0 0 1 0 1 2
Greenshoro 0 0 1 1 1 3
Tampa 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nashville 0 0 0 1 0 1
St. Petersburg 0 0 0 1 0 1
Top Age Ranges of

Audience?
25-34 21 1 4 4 2 32
35-44 9 0 2 5 3 19
45-54 0 0 0 1 1 2

aThis variable has non-mutually exclusive responses, therefore does not include percentages.

Due to the historical marginalization and mistreatment of Black women in research and the
sensitive nature of the topic, this study prioritized methodological rigor by centering Black
feminist epistemologies, ensuring trustworthiness and upholding ethical considerations to
prioritize the perspectives and voices of Black women. Specifically, this study was rooted in Black
Feminist Standpoint theory that centered the participant’s lives and experiences. Also, the author
openly disclosed her positionality, personal identities, and biases to interview participants to invite
transparency, build rapport, and ensure trustworthiness. Lastly, this study upheld ethical
considerations by obtaining informed consent for use of personal information and digital erotic
cultural production as well as conducting research that was relevant, beneficial, and accessible to
Black women. By integrating these aspects of methodological rigor, this study contributes ethically
impactful research on Black feminist digital erotic resistance.

Results
Inspiration for Digital Erotic Cultural Production

During interviews, Black women discussed the inspiration behind their digital erotic
cultural production. According to the interview responses of Black women digital erotic cultural
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producers, the lack of professional representation, increase in presence of cultural representation,
and existing sexual health disparities inspired them to engage in this work. The lack of professional
representation was a form of inspiration for Black women digital erotic cultural producers.
Specifically, these women reported a lack of representation of Black women who professionally
utilize digital erotic cultural production. For instance, Chanta (@nj_sextherapist)—a mental health
professional with fifteen years of experience in identifying Black women and femme’s pleasure—
realized the lack of Black female sex therapists: “l was like Black women really need to learn
about their central erotic power and there was nobody else in Jersey doing it. | was like ‘let’s go
let’s do this’.” Rafaella (@afrosexology)—mental health professional and co-founder of the sexual
health and wellness company, Afrosexology—and her partner were searching for a community
focused on sexual wellbeing:

Who’s doing work like this? We couldn’t find it. It’s either very much like
pregnancy prevention, STI prevention, very much on like Black people have all the
negative statistics. And we’re like well that’s not the word. We don’t want to rely
on scare tactics. We want to center pleasure and consent and exploration and
curiosity. And then one day we were just like, so we have to create it.

Similarly, Jazmine—a visual-based digital erotic cultural producer and community organizer with
five years of experience—expressed her frustration with the scarcity of digital erotic cultural
production for Black women and femmes: “It started out like frustration, because | was like
nobody’s really talking about stuff that Black women go through. We don’t really have our own
space like this. So, that was what made me want to start. So, I’m like if nobody else has started, I
guess I’ll start something.” These women were inspired by the need for professional representation
of Black female sexuality in digital spaces where few existed.

While women expressed their frustrations with the lack of professional representation,
there are Black women digital erotic cultural producers who have witnessed the increase in cultural
representation of Black women who utilize erotic cultural production in literature, music, and
social media. Although some of these women may have pursued erotic cultural production for
personal reasons, their work inspired other Black women. For instance, Dirty Lola—a self-taught
sex toy educator with twelve years of experience—mentions that “even when you’re just talking
about you, somebody will find themselves in you. And so that’s the importance of representation.”
For example, Clarissa—a visual-based digital erotic cultural producer who specializes in Black
women’s sexual liberation—recalls how Audre Lorde, adrienne maree brown, and Megan Thee
Stallion inspired her: “I saw this sense of freedom and this unapologetic expression of Black
women’s sexuality.” As a visual-based digital erotic cultural producer who specializes in sexual
confidence, Celine remembers her first time seeing other Black women digital erotic cultural
producers: “that was back in the days, probably like 2017. So, definitely hearing that | can talk
about a topic such as sex freely, confidently, that could be very informative with it. | was like
‘okay that’s for me.”” Tyomi—an instructor of a sensual workout workshop and health
professional with 11 years of experience who specializes in pleasure—reported that she engaged
in this work after consuming another Black woman’s digital erotic cultural production at her time
of need: “I discovered Dr. Rachel, and she was an early mentor to me... I just friggin’ love her,
but I was exploring my sexuality, and | was going through shit.” Tyomi, Celine, Dirty Lola, and
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Clarissa exemplify how it only takes one cultural representation of a Black woman digital erotic
cultural producer to encourage another.

Besides the need for professional and cultural representation, two women digital erotic
cultural producers reported that existing health disparities inspired their digital erotic cultural
production. Existing sexual health disparities within Black communities inspired Nadia to launch
her text-based digital erotic cultural production. Specifically, Nadia—a health professional with
six years of experience who runs a sexual health blog titled Ohnaahnaah—was inspired by the
lack of conversations about these existing sexual health disparities:

Well, I think I was particularly inspired by my healthcare reporting like seeing the
disparities between Black people generally and the way people generally in their
health, their health outcomes and specifically their sexual health outcomes really
inspired me to do something. But in my head, it was like these are the conversations
that we should be having, and we should be having not just you over brands around
girls. We should be having it with everybody who is affected by these issues so that
was really the fuel... these are the conversations that are already happening.

As Nadia explains, there are stark disparities between Black women’s sexual and reproductive
health outcomes compared to White women which motivated Nadia to engage her community in
a less traditional way by using digital erotic cultural production.

One existing pleasure-based sexual health disparity that was of concern to a Black woman
digital erotic cultural producer is the gendered orgasm gap where Black women experience less
orgasms than their male partners (Townes et al, 2021, p. 9). As a writer with three years of
experience who specializes in sex technology, Negesti was inspired to engage in text-based digital
erotic cultural production to inform her readers about the existing sexual health disparity related
to the orgasm gap. “I think the orgasm gap was my big drive. The orgasm gap because | was just
like y’all aren’t having orgasms because you don’t know what you want. And you’re not fully
enjoying yourself because you’re still in like the performance phase of sex.” Negesti represents
Black women digital erotic cultural producers who are inspired to respond to pleasure-based sexual
health disparities with the same urgency as sexual health disparities related to disease and
pregnancy.

Relaying Key Messages to Priority Audiences

Black women digital erotic cultural producers channel their inspiration to decide what key
messages their brand relays to their priority audiences. Consisting of survey data, Table 2 describes
the priority audiences of Black women digital erotic cultural producers which consisted of an
average of 21,806 followers, ranging from 5 to 400,000 with ages ranging from 25 to 34 years.
Most Black women digital erotic cultural producers prioritize Black cisgender women and other
Black women with feminine experiences including transgender and non-binary femme as their
primary audience. These women reported that most of their followers were from New York, NY,
Los Angeles, CA, Atlanta, GA, Chicago, IL, and Houston, TX. Based on the demographics of their
priority audiences and inspiration behind their digital erotic cultural production, Black digital
erotic cultural producers identified the centralization of pleasure as the highest priority message
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by exploring one’s sexuality, channeling one’s erotic power, and increasing one’s confidence to
express erotic desires with sexual partners.

Specifically, eight visual-based Black women digital erotic cultural producers reported in
their interviews key messaging related to the centralization of pleasure. For example, Courtney—
a self-proclaimed sex educator with four years of experience—shares a personal story to encourage
the centralization of pleasure to her audience: “I was being fucked on, meaning that I didn’t
understand that | was supposed to be pleasured as well, so | was letting men just have sex with
me...getting fucked on instead of putting my pleasure first...So especially for Black women being
fucked on, that’s the biggest thing that I really just want women not to be fucked on. Please
prioritize your pleasure.” Rather than hoping for pleasure from their sexual partners, Courtney uses
her digital erotic cultural production to prioritize messaging related to Black women’s
centralization of pleasure.

Furthermore, Akima and Ashleigh demonstrate how Black women digital erotic cultural
producers utilize visual-based digital platforms to deliver messages about the exploration of one’s
sexuality to their audiences. With fifteen years of experience in pleasure-positive psychology and
sexuality, Akima welcomes her Black female Facebook audience to “come in and explore their
sexuality...pleasure positivity. We look at things like physical and sexual pleasure, but we also
look at emotional wellbeing, self-care, things like that. So, it’s really about centralizing pleasure
in our experience and the [Facebook] group serves as a hub for how we explore that and devote
ourselves to that.” According to Akima, visual-based digital platforms such as Facebook serve as
a digital safe space for Black women to explore their sexuality. Similarly, Ashleigh—who has
specialized in pleasure for fat Black femmes for seven years—intentionally prioritizes a message
for fat Black femmes who deserve a digital pleasurable space of their own rather than being
tolerated in others: “...they deserve to have not only a place where they can see themselves and
see that there’s possibilities for what they want to do in terms of their life... in terms of their sexual,
romantic, and professional authorship. It’s just that they need a space where it can be mostly about
them and not just including them.” Using an intersectional lens, Ashleigh’s testimony speaks to
the unique marginalization fat Black femmes experience in digital erotic spaces based on their
intersecting identities related to race, gender, sexuality, and body type.

Outside of visual-based digital erotic spaces, three audio-based digital erotic cultural
producers utilize their voices to create auditory space for the prioritization of channeling one’s
erotic power and increasing one’s confidence to express erotic desires to their sexual partners. For
instance, B.G., curator of the Say It to Me Nice podcast, empowers her audience to channel their
erotic power and be their authentic erotic selves: “I really want to give a space for women to
understand that you can be whoever it is you want to be, or you desire to be sexually. You don’t
have to conform to any ideal that is not aligned with you. And that in and of itself teaching women
that there is power in you as you are as an act of resistance...” B.G. understands that erotic power
is considered a form of resistance against sexually oppressive entities that prevent Black women
from expressing their authentic erotic selves.

Similarly, Dominique—an audio-based digital erotic cultural producer with fifteen years

of experience in promoting healthy relationships—prioritizes messaging that intends to increase
confidence within her audience, particularly the confidence to express their erotic desires with
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partners. She encourages her podcast listeners to build more confidence to advocate for
themselves: “I want my followers to walk away being confident and being able to advocate for
themselves and what they want, and | know that doesn’t come easy to a lot of people.”
Dominique’s statement reflects how Black women digital erotic cultural producers create space to
increase sexual confidence not only to express erotic desires to sexual partners but also as a form
of advocacy for Black women.

Brand Aesthetics

After tailoring key messages for their priority audiences, Black women digital erotic
cultural producers design brand aesthetics that draw their attention. Authenticity was the common
theme that emerged with Black women digital erotic cultural producers across all digital platform
categories when discussing the aesthetics they were aiming for when curating their brand. For
example, @futuredr.nat—a visual-based digital erotic cultural producer, scholar, and health
professional who specializes in sexual embodiment— explains that “authenticity is important to
me. | feel like it is a privilege a lot of times and it’s a liberatory act for a lot of us to be ourselves.
So a part of that for me was making sure that | felt like the stuff I’m putting out feels like me. It
looks like me.” Celine also focuses on their authentic self:

I do thrive on authenticity. Yeah, just do whatever makes me feel good. I try not to
look at my page and be like, ‘oh it’s ugly, I wish I had this.” I used to do that. I used
to be like ‘oh my God I wish it was set up this way.” When it was set up that way |
would literally like procrastinate to post something because 1I’m realizing like ‘oh |
don’t have the perfect fit right now.” We don’t have time for that. So if | want to
come off as authentic and if I actually want to be authentic, then | have to be true
to myself and 1 just have to do whatever | want.

@futuredr.nat and Celine represent the voices of visual-based digital erotic cultural producers who
prioritize an authentic brand aesthetic with liberatory possibilities toward true erotic expression.

Similarly, three Black women who prefer commerce/subscription-based digital erotic
cultural production agree that an authentic brand aesthetic allows the women to attract an audience
who is willing to pay for access to their digital erotic cultural production. For example, Lotus
Lain—a health professional with a certificate in intimacy who specializes in intuitiveness and
healthy sexual behaviors—discusses how she reveals her authentic self throughout her content: “I
mean I’m not promoting anything that’s not real. Whether it’s on my body, the way | am as a
person, why I’m doing this... I’m not selling the fantasy. | am the fantasy...you can fantasize on
me but I’m not pretending anything.” Lotus contends that while her clients fantasize over her body,
she achieves this fantasy without jeopardizing her true authentic self. Similarly, Tyomi
understands that authenticity is the most appropriate strategy for her brand: “I’m just like people’s
sisters, mothers, [and] best friends in their head. And then what they see on the Internet is what
they get in real life. I’m the same way. I’m not different.” Whether as profitable consumption or a
liberatory act, Tyomi, Lotus, @futuredr.nat, and Celine represent digital erotic cultural producers
who credit an authentic brand aesthetic for their commerce/subscription-based digital erotic
cultural production (See below for Figure 2: Example of Authentic Brand Aesthetic where Black
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women digital erotic cultural producers Kiki Said So and Medinah Monroe describe their
Cocktales: Dirty Discussions Podcast and YouTube channel).

u CockTales Dirty Discussions Q :

JJCK JALES

CockTales Dirty...

@cocktales - 33.6K subscribers - 217 videos

CockTales: Dirty Discussions is hosted by Kiki Said So &

Medinah Monroe. These ladies deliver unfiltered convos and... ?
patreon.com/cocktales and 3 more links
About X

CockTales: Dirty Discussions is hosted by Kiki Said So &
Medinah Monroe. These ladies deliver unfiltered convos
and advice on better sex, avoiding f*ckboys while dating,
and making the most of your overall dating experience
over delicious cocktails. The episodes are full of laughs
and real experiences from very real people.

Figure 2. Example of Authentic Brand Aesthetic

Preferred Digital Platforms

Once Black women digital erotic cultural producers design their brand aesthetics, these
women select a digital platform that best displays their plan. Out of the 110 total surveys from
digital erotic cultural producers, only 93 reported a primary digital platform. Among those 93
participants, 57 participants preferred visual-based digital platforms (61.3%), primarily through
Instagram (84.2%). See Table 1: Demographic Information of Black Women Digital Erotic
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Cultural Producers by Digital Platform Category. Visual-based Black women digital erotic cultural
producers chose Instagram due to its simplicity, reach, consistency, and visual aesthetics. Black
women digital erotic cultural producers prefer Instagram because of its useability and visual
capabilities to easily create consistent content that effectively reaches their priority audiences.
Digital erotic cultural producers like Celine explained that she chose Instagram because “although
| wasn’t getting as much money, it’s still easy and | don’t feel like I’m expelling that much energy
to do it. I feel like I’m hitting the people that | need to hit. I’m saying what | mean to say. I’'m
getting an okay amount of money for it... and you know it’s fun and it’s something that I can stay
more consistent with than YouTube or Twitter.” Celine sacrificed potential revenue on other
digital platforms for the simplicity, reach, and consistency of Instagram. Additionally, Serenity
J—a visual-based digital erotic cultural producer who specializes in sensuality and BDSM—
appreciates Instagram for the visual capabilities:

For me it was just the easiest and it’s with me | just like visual aesthetics. I think
that’s a great way to get through with people with also having a caption with a
message to it. And then you also have the short story, so you have stuff that’s brief
that people watch and | just liked the way that it kind of captures people. So | love
Instagram for that aspect.

Celine and Serenity J prefer Instagram for digital erotic cultural production for the simplicity,
reach, consistency, and visual aesthetics.

Discussion

The results of this study support my argument that Black women digital erotic cultural
producers have the potential to serve as sexual health professionals who intentionally employ
strategies to effectively engage with their priority audiences. Specifically, this study investigated
the lives and strategies of Black women digital erotic cultural producers related to their inspiration
for digital erotic cultural production, brand aesthetics, key messages relayed to priority audiences,
and preferred digital platforms.

Strategies Employed by Black Women Digital Erotic Cultural Producers
Inspiration for Digital Erotic Cultural Production

Based on the inspiration of Black women digital erotic cultural producers, there is a need
for positive representation—both professional and cultural—that accurately depicts the erotic lives
of Black women. Through a white patriarchal digital lens, Black women continue to be falsely
represented as either an asexual mammy or hypersexual jezebel online (i.e., Google search engine).
Biased algorithms influence digital representations that dehumanize Black women as sexual
objects incapable of controlling their own erotic narratives (Noble, 2018). It is vital to experience
Black women who utilize digital erotic cultural production as accurate professional and cultural
representations of Black women’s eroticism. Besides the need for positive representation, Black
women digital erotic cultural producers also reported being inspired by existing sexual health
disparities including pregnancy-related complications, STDs, and gendered orgasm gaps.
According to the CDC, Black women are three times more likely to die from a pregnancy-related
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complication than white women (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). Also, the rate
of reported chlamydia cases among Black women was five times the rate among White women
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). Additionally, one reason for sexual health disparities
related to the gendered orgasm gap is that Black women feel obligated to satisfy their partner
(Townes et al, 2021). This is due to the historically hypersexual stereotypes that dismiss the sexual
desires of Black women by prioritizing those of their partners. Black women allow their
inspirations for positive representations and existing sexual health disparities to fuel their digital
erotic cultural production.

Relaying Key Messages to Priority Audiences

Black women digital erotic cultural producers discussed relaying key messages to their
priority audiences related to the centralization of pleasure to address the narratives of Black women
who are often taught to prioritize their partner’s pleasure over their own (Thorpe et al, 2021). Also,
these women centralize pleasure as advocacy work against sexual oppressions that encourage the
suppression of Black women’s erotic desires as protection from sexual injury. For instance, the
initial intent of respectability politics and culture of dissemblance to combat sexual violence in
this manner meant downplaying and even denying Black women the right to advocate for their
erotic lives (Higginbotham, 1994 & Hines, 1994). Such historical downplay and denial of Black
women’s eroticism fuels the advocacy work of Black women digital erotic cultural production
toward a centralization of pleasure. Considering the nature of digital erotic cultural production, it
is to be expected that Black women digital erotic cultural producers relay key messages to their
priority audiences that advocate for the centralization of pleasure. On the other hand, there was an
unexpected theme that emerged regarding the significance of digital space for the centralization of
pleasure. Regardless of the digital platform category, Black women digital erotic cultural
producers discussed the need for digital spaces that allow their priority audiences to centralize their
pleasure. Black women digital erotic cultural producers are pioneers who create digital safe spaces
to produce knowledge in the form of key messages about the centralization of pleasure by
exploring one’s sexuality, channeling one’s erotic power, and increasing one’s sexual confidence
(Jennings, 2020; Jones, 2019).

Brand Aesthetics

Regarding the curation of brand aesthetics, authenticity was the common theme reported
by Black women digital erotic cultural producers across all digital platform categories.
Authenticity for Black women means “fully and unapologetically embracing and expressing one’s
true self... rather than conforming to societal expectations or trying to be someone you are not”
(Felder, 2023). Black women digital erotic cultural producers favor an authentic brand aesthetic
that reaches their audiences but not without the risk of hypervisibility. The hypervisibility of Black
women within the context of sexuality in digital spaces includes the oversaturation of harmful
public images depicting them as either asexual beings who suppress their erotic desires or
hypersexual objects who are unable to control their sexual urges. Due to hypervisibility, Black
women digital erotic cultural producers are accused of being disingenuous for either restraining
their authentic erotic selves to subvert hypersexual tropes or criticized for excessively expressing
alternative narratives of Black women’s eroticism free of sexual restraint. Known as the
“authenticity bind,” this occurs when a person is ridiculed for presenting an authentic self that is
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either “not real enough” or “too real” (Duffy & Hund, 2019, p. 4985). In other words, the
hypervisibility of Black women’s authenticity reveals impossible standards that straddle the line
between excessive expression and suppressive restraint to deem their digital erotic cultural
production worthy of mainstream visibility. Referencing Patricia Hill Collins’ concept of self-
definition, Catherine Knight Steele’s concept of self-naming describes how Black women respond
to hypervisibility by self-defining themselves in digital spaces as authentic erotic subjects through
the reclamation of their sexuality, resistance against sexually oppressive controlling images, and
centralization of their erotic agency (Collins, 2000 & Steele, 2021). As a liberatory act of resistance
with profitable capabilities, Black women digital erotic cultural producers resist pressures from
hypersexuality and the “authenticity bind” by designing a brand aesthetic that exemplifies what it
means to be a Black woman authentically expressing her erotic self in digital spaces.

Preferred Digital Platforms

Black women digital erotic cultural producers prefer digital platforms such as Instagram
for the simplicity, reach, consistency, and visual aesthetics. For example, Black female beauty
influencers used Instagram to hold anti-Black brands (i.e., BeautyBlender and their lack of
foundation shades for Black women) accountable and digitally curate alternative narratives against
Eurocentric beauty standards (Childs, 2022). Compared to Black women beauty influencers, Black
women digital erotic cultural producers appreciate Instagram for its logistical advantages and
ability to reach audiences but should also consider this digital platform as a resistance strategy
against anti-Blackness. Specifically, Black women can utilize their digital erotic cultural
production as resistance against sexual oppressions rooted in gendered anti-Blackness (i.e.,
negative sexual stereotypes).

Limitations of the Study

There are a few limitations worth noting in this study. First, the sample consisted mostly
of Black women who engage in visual-based digital erotic cultural production due to low
enrollment of Black women digital erotic cultural producers from other digital platform categories
such as audio, text, and commerce/subscription. Additionally, the sample did not include any Black
transgender female participants despite their eligibility as people who experience misogynoir due
to being read as a Black woman. It would be beneficial to celebrate the lives and strategies of all
Black women and Black people with feminine experiences who engage in digital erotic resistance
across all digital platform categories.

Implications

By leveraging digital landscapes, Black women who utilize Black feminist digital erotic
resistance are subverting the idea that their digital erotic cultural production is merely for audience
consumption by recognizing their work as resistant strategies with sexual health implications.
Black women who engage in digital erotic resistance have an opportunity to produce alternative
narratives that present them as diverse, provocative, and healthy subjects. These findings advance
Black feminist theorizing, analysis of Black female sexuality, and current qualifications of the
sexual health profession by introducing a version of the erotic that simultaneously acknowledges
historical pain, grapples with moral complexities, prioritizes various interpretations of pleasure,
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fights against sexually oppressive structures, and welcomes a future of innovative possibilities for
sexual health. Future research should explore how Black women digital erotic cultural producers—
as potential sexual health professionals—can utilize their digital erotic resistant strategies as a
harm reduction strategy that informs sex-positive education, healthcare and wellness practices,
advocacy, and public policy to create supportive spaces for healthy, authentic, and pleasurable
lifestyles among Black women.

Conclusion: Black Women Digital Erotic Cultural Producers and their Strategies

Black women digital erotic cultural producers employ specific strategies that contribute to
their best work of digital erotic cultural production. These women reported being inspired to
engage in this work because of the lack of professional representation, increase in the presence of
cultural representation, and existing sexual health disparities such as the gendered orgasm gap.
With priority audiences consisting mostly of Black women and people with feminine experiences
aged 25 to 34, Black women digital erotic cultural producers tailor key messages focused on the
centralization of pleasure, specifically related to the exploration of one’s sexuality; channeling
one’s erotic power; and increasing one’s sexual confidence to express erotic desires with sexual
partners. To effectively share these key messages with their priority audiences, these women
reported curating authentic brand aesthetics that speak to their sexual health needs. Taking an
authentic brand aesthetic into account, most producers selected Instagram as their preferred digital
platform for digital erotic cultural production. In this article, | supported my argument that Black
women digital erotic cultural producers lead lives and implement strategies of sexual health
professionals. Their reported survey and interview responses deconstruct the idea that these
women create content solely for entertainment purposes but rather they engage in digital erotic
cultural production that intentionally considers the audience, message, and aesthetic needed to
address the largely neglected disparities in Black women’s sexual health.
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ABSTRACT

Alternative sexual practices offer valuable insights into relationship dynamics and intimacy.
This paper examines how practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors navigate boundaries,
power dynamics, and vulnerability through explicit negotiation and communication. This
paper presents a review of the literature on the relationship dynamics of practitioners of
alternative sexual practices, with implications for clinical practice. Findings indicate that
practitioners often demonstrate sophisticated frameworks for consent, boundary-setting, and
emotional intimacy that could inform broader understanding of relationship dynamics. While
stigma and methodological limitations persist, these practices offer important lessons for
improving communication and fostering intimacy across all relationships. Implications for
clinical practice and future directions are discussed.

Keywords: BDSM, sexual negotiations, power dynamics, relationship satisfaction, stigma

Introduction

Research on BDSM (Bondage, Discipline/Dominance, Submission/Sadism, and
Masochism), kinks, fetishes, paraphilias, and other alternative sexual practices has expanded in
recent years; however, the literature is still limited in some respects. Current research has provided
a more nuanced understanding of the relational, psychological, and social dynamics involved in
alternative sexual practices. Often, couples that engage in these sexual behaviors must learn how
to negotiate with their partners: Where are the boundaries? What are the limits? Who is in control?
In consensual non-monogamy, how do we schedule time with different partners and what
information gets shared between them? For those exploring age play, what specific roles feel
comfortable and what language should be avoided? When incorporating sensation play, which
textures, temperatures, or implements are welcomed versus off-limits? In polyamorous
relationships, how do we navigate jealousy and ensure all partners feel valued? For couples
interested in role reversal, how do we establish safe words and aftercare protocols? In swinging
contexts, what sexual activities are permissible with others and what remains exclusive? When
exploring exhibitionism or voyeurism, what public spaces feel safe and what privacy concerns

! When using the term “alternative sexual practices” in this research, we acknowledge that this language is adopted
solely for descriptive clarity and is not intended to position these practices as deviant from or inferior to other forms
of sexual expression. This terminology reflects statistical prevalence rather than moral or psychological normativity,
and we recognize that all consensual adult sexual practices exist within the broad spectrum of human sexuality.
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need addressing? In consensual degradation, which words or phrases enhance the experience
versus cause genuine harm? How do we maintain emotional connection when power dynamics
extend beyond the bedroom? How do we feel safe when engaging in consensual non-consent? The
list of questions asked between romantic or sexual partners engaging in erotic exploration
continues endlessly.

Successful erotic exploration requires individuals to navigate their own vulnerabilities and
those of their partners, communicate continuously, remain curious about their partner’s evolving
self, and maintain emotional connection through honesty and reassurance. By mastering these
components, individuals can safely explore and often (consensually) push past their boundaries
together. This paper explores these dynamics, reviewing existing research to understand how
alternative sexual practices can teach the more buttoned-up parts of our society valuable lessons
about communication, consent, emotional connection, and relational satisfaction. This paper
presents a review of the literature on the relationship dynamics of practitioners of alternative sexual
practices, with implications for clinical practice. We argue that these practitioners can help us to
understand how to foster deep emotional intimacy and relational satisfaction through the
negotiation of boundaries, power, and vulnerability. We begin by reviewing definitions of
normative and alternative sexual expressions, reviewing defining components of alternative sexual
practices; erotic negotiation, power dynamics, the role of sexual preferences, and the stigma faced
by practitioners. We then continue by exploring therapeutic implications of the research,
limitations of the research, gaps in the research, and potential future research directions.

While previous research has examined individual aspects of alternative sexual practices—
such as consent in BDSM (Tarleton et al., 2025) or communication in specific kink communities
(Meyer & Chen, 2019)—this paper makes three novel contributions to the literature. First, we
synthesize findings across diverse alternative sexual practices to identify common relational
frameworks that transcend specific behaviors or communities. Second, we articulate how the
sophisticated negotiation and communication skills developed in these communities offer a
transferable model for enhancing intimacy in all relationship types. Third, we bridge the gap
between descriptive research on alternative sexual practices and prescriptive implications for
clinical practice, providing concrete guidance for therapists working with diverse clients.

Normative vs Alternative

First an operational definition is required for ‘alternative’. Using this term suggests that
there is ‘normal’ sex, thus alternative would be “abnormal’ sex. There are three main ways that
sexuality researchers have identified to define what is considered ‘abnormal’: the statistical
approach, the sociological approach, and the psychological approach (Hyde et al., 2022).

The statistical perspective simply considers abnormality as statistically rare behavior,
while sociological definitions focus on violations of societal norms (Hyde et al., 2022). The
psychological approach has crystallized around four key characteristics known as the 4Ds:
dysfunction, distress, deviance, and danger (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2017). The first criterion is
dysfunction, where the behavior significantly impairs a person’s ability to function in their daily
life and complete regular activities. The second is distress, which occurs when the behavior causes
the individual considerable emotional suffering or anguish. The third criterion is deviance,
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referring to behaviors that strongly depart from what society considers ‘normal’ or acceptable (i.e.,
experiencing hallucinations). The final criterion is danger, which involves behaviors that put either
the individual or others at risk of harm. These four dimensions help mental health professionals
evaluate behaviors that may require professional intervention (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2017). While
utilizing the 4D’s definition within the context of sexual behaviors does somewhat help clarify
which behavior may be categorized as alternative, there are still significant challenges inherent in
relying on this definition. For example, many BDSM acts involve inflicting pain or bodily damage.
This could satisfy three of the D’s, deviance, danger, and distress.

Moreover, the DSM-5 TR defines paraphilia as, “any intense and persistent sexual interest
other than sexual interest in genital stimulation or preparatory fondling with phenotypically
normal, physically mature, consenting human partners” (American Psychological Association
[APA], 2022, p.779). The DSM-5 TR provides an additional definition for individuals who may
not have the capacity for intense or persistent sexual interests, such as someone who is frail, sickly,
or very old, “any sexual interest greater than or equal to nonparaphilic sexual interests” (APA,
2022, p.779). These definitions come with a level of ambiguity, at what point does a sexual interest
become ‘intense’ or ‘persistent’. Of note, this version of the DSM (5" edition and the 5 TR)
represents a de-medicalization of BDSM as a paraphilia and an acknowledgement that the practice
of BDSM does not automatically represent an issue (Lin, 2017). The APA’s current stance is that
a paraphilia becomes a disorder when that paraphilia causes distress or impairment to the
individual with the paraphilia, or whose satisfaction of their paraphilia includes personal harm, or
risk of harm, to others (APA, 2022). Through their definitions of paraphilias the APA creates three
distinct categories of sexual behavior; normal sexual behavior, genital stimulation and foreplay in
prep of genital stimulation; paraphilias (abnormal sexual behavior), ‘intense’ and ‘persistent’
sexual interest in anything other than genital stimulation and foreplay; and disorders (abnormal
and harmful), distress or impairment or satisfaction includes personal harm, or risk of harm, to
others.

These definitions, on some level, presume that normal sex, genital stimulation and
foreplay, cannot be distressing, cause impairment, or can cause personal harm or risk of harm to
others. How do we then define a situation where an individual loses their libido and feels guilty
enough to agree to sexual intercourse with their partner even if they do not want to? Engaging in
unwanted sex could potentially be distressing and harmful. It would not be far-fetched to imagine
a scenario where an individual no longer has a desire to have any sexual relationship with their
spouse but will occasionally engage in sexual activities out of a sense of obligation and duty, a
sacrifice for continuing the marriage. It may be possible that an individual participating in sexual
activities for this reason may actually dread having sex and could potentially develop avoidance
behaviors and anxiety surrounding sex. Similarly, a scenario where a woman has a severe case of
vaginismus and feels obligated to provide her husband with sex even though her pain is significant
would, unfortunately, be considered by many people to be ‘normal’ (Emlerstig et al., 2008).
Indeed, many women believe that coercion, non-consent, and violence are a normal part of sexual
experiences (Sharman et al., 2024). It can be concluded that both normal and abnormal sexual
experiences can include distress and harm, which is incongruent with the APA’s and Nolen-
Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s definition.
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To complicate the matter, an additional dimension to consider is the social and historical
context in which the behavior is situated. Perhaps there is some commonality among what cultures
would consider abnormal or alternative, however, researchers such as Marmor (1971) argue that
over time, it is clear that there is a high level of cultural relativity, sexual behaviors determined to
be ‘normal’ or ‘deviant’ vary widely across cultures and historical periods. Marmor (1971)
discusses how many beliefs (e.g., pre-marital sex, incest, virginity, celibacy, extra-marital affairs,
and marriage norms) surrounding sexual behaviors were shaped by the Medieval Church
throughout much of Europe. Marmor (1971) further states that human sexual behavior extends
beyond reproduction and is influenced by both biological drives and learned cultural cues as
humans are flexible and shaped by environmental and situation factors. An individual’s beliefs
surrounding sexual behaviors are modeled and shaped by the commonly held beliefs of the
historical-cultural point in time they lived through. Thus, ‘deviance’ and ‘normality’ go beyond
the action itself and include how others within a given cultural milieu feel about the action.

Nolen-Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s framework, the APA’s (2022) definition, and Marmor’s
(1971) definition all consider different factors in the determination of deviance or abnormality.
The APA’s definition includes interest in non-genital stimulation while Marmor’s definition
includes non-genital habitual sexual interest. Consider sexual partners interested in extreme cock
and tall torture (CBT)—not to be confused with Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. CBT involves a
large amount of interest, attention, and stimulation given to genitals. It would be unlikely that most
North Americans would consider extreme CBT to be ‘normal’ sex. Arguably, alternative sex can
and often does involve interest in genitals, however, the primary interest may potentially be
humiliation, playing with power (submission/dominance), sexual punishment, among other goals.
Thus, a more comprehensive definition would state that alternative sexual behaviors include
behaviors where one of the primary drivers of the behavior is interest derived from something
other than genitals.

To expand, both the APA (2022) and Marmor’s (1971) definitions state that paraphilic and
deviant sexual behaviors can often be considered as preferential sexual interests rather than intense
and persistent sexual interests. Thus, we can amend our definition to be that alternative sexual
behaviors are sexual behaviors where one of the primary drivers of the behavior is a preferential
target other than genitals, that may be, but not necessarily, intense and persistent in some
circumstances. A third dimension found in Nolen-Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s framework and the
APA’s (2022) definition is risk of harm to the individual exhibiting the sexual behavior, or to other
individuals, or to both the individual and others. Now, as discussed, sexual behaviors considered
‘normal’ may in fact have the potential to cause harm, however, within typical ‘normal” sexual
behavior the harm is not consensual. This separates alternative sexual behaviors that can be
consensual (e.g., CBT, candle wax play, bodily fluids play, whipping, caning, spanking, bondage,
masochism, chastity) from non-consensual (e.g., pedophilia, rape [which, unfortunately, may not
be considered abnormal in some contexts], frotteurism) acts. This paper will focus on consensual
sexual behaviors.

Accordingly, for this paper our definition of alternative behavior is: consensual sexual
practices characterized by one or more of the following: (1) statistical infrequency in the general
population, (2) departure from dominant cultural sexual scripts, (3) requirement for explicit
negotiation protocols beyond conventional consent, or (4) identification by practitioners as distinct

Journal of Positive Sexuality, VVol. 11, No. 2, October 2025 ©2025 Center for Positive Sexuality


https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1122

Summers and Zidenberg — https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1122 97

from mainstream sexual practices. Generally, these practices involve a preferential target other
than the genitals, and may, but not necessarily include (a) intense and persistent desire towards
preferential targets, and/or (b) consensual acts that carry a risk of harm to participants. It is
important to note that this definition also recognizes that the boundaries between ‘normative’ and
‘alternative’ are culturally and temporally contingent.

Erotic Negotiation

Erotic negotiation is a cornerstone of many alternative sexual practices, particularly within
certain fetish communities, where communication and consent are foundational to successful and
satisfying interactions. Meyer and Chen (2019) emphasize that erotic negotiation involves explicit
discussions between partners to establish boundaries, roles, and expectations. These conversations
often occur before any physical activity takes place and are critical for fostering trust and emotional
safety (Meyer & Chen, 2019). Similarly, Barker and colleagues (2008) highlight the importance
of pre-play negotiations in BDSM, where partners collaboratively determine the limits of their
interactions and the responsibilities each will assume during the encounter. This process not only
ensures that activities are consensual but also creates a shared sense of purpose and understanding,
which strengthens relational bonds. While we focus on sexual negotiation in this paper, it is
important to note that not all kink communities and BDSM scenes are inherently sexual and there
are asexual participants in these communities and scenes as well (Sloan, 2015; Winter-Gray &
Hayfield, 2019). While the focus of this paper is on the sexual aspect of these communities and
relationships, there is no reason to believe that the negotiations and communications of these
asexual individuals would not provide similar insights.

The process of erotic negotiation is intertwined with the navigation of power dynamics, and
the exploration of these power dynamics often leads to partners deepening their emotional
connections. Cutler and colleagues (2020) explore how couples in long-term BDSM relationships
use these negotiations to carefully delineate control and authority. Typically, control is mutually
defined, instead of imposed, creating a more equitable exchange that meets the desires of both
parties (Cutler et al., 2020). Williams and colleagues (2023) further illustrate this in their analysis
of pegging experiences, where couples negotiate gendered roles and power structures. Williams
and colleagues (2023) found that couples often engaged in open discussions about boundaries,
comfort levels, and expectations prior to attempting pegging, and this negotiation process was
described as essential to ensuring mutual consent and satisfaction. Additionally, participants
emphasized the need to discuss boundaries, comfort levels, and expectations beforehand to ensure
a safe and enjoyable experience (Williams et al., 2023). Similarly, Meyer and Chen (2019) found
that within BDSM dynamics, partners must typically engage in negotiations to allow individuals
to either compromise in a way that aligns with their preferences without alienating their partners
or explore the limits of their comfort zones. Through open and honest dialogue, partners are able
to redefine traditional expectations, enabling the safe exploration of power reversals and new
relationship dynamics.

Other researchers have noted that alternative negotiations around sexual behaviors go
beyond mere logistics; they also serve as a means of fostering emotional intimacy. Brown and
colleagues (2020) found that couples who engage in BDSM often report higher levels of intimacy
and satisfaction due to the depth of communication required during negotiations. Specifically,
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Baumeister (1997) looked at masochistic practices and found that the act of relinquishing control
in a consensual setting, as seen in masochistic practices, allows participants to confront their
vulnerabilities in a supportive environment. This exchange of trust deepens emotional connection,
as partners rely on each other to maintain safety and mutual satisfaction (Baumeister, 1997).
Moreover, Williams and colleagues (2023) established that practitioners of pegging were able to
explore new relationship dynamics as many men reported a sense of empowerment through
vulnerability and many women reported that pegging allowed them a unique sense of agency and
control.

Nevertheless, erotic negotiations are not limited to ensuring consent but also about
addressing broader relational and health-related concerns. Liboro and colleagues (2022) examined
negotiations among transgender men practicing alternative sexual behaviors and noted that these
discussions often incorporate considerations of sexual safety, particularly in HIV prevention. This
may also be attributed to HIV being viewed as a significant concern for men that have sex with
men. This negotiation also serves as a tool for ensuring safety and safety procedures. It would not
be far-fetched to assume that the explicit talks about safety, boundaries, limits, and agreed-upon
acts allows individuals to feel shielded from potential harms, which may lead to participants of
alternative sex feeling more confident and perhaps more vulnerable. Being vulnerable allows for
participants of alternative sex to open up in ways they may have not been able to if significant
negotiations did not take place.

Carty and Davidson (2024) argue these negotiations exist for normative sexual behaviors,
and that direct explicit communication that takes place during erotic negotiations is integral for
sexual satisfaction across all relationship types. Thus, it is not that negotiations do not take place
within more normative sexual relationships, it seems that engaging in alternative sexual behaviors
often requires more explicit and more concrete discussions about where the line is drawn.
Conversely, ‘normal’ sexual behaviors may be more informed by solidified sexual scripts that tell
us when, how, and with whom to have sex and how to feel about these sexual encounters (Gagnon,
1990; Gagnon & Simon, 1973). Moreover, although consent is often explicit among practitioners
of alternative sex, it can still be flexible. Tarleton and colleagues (2025) examined how consent is
established, maintained, and negotiated among BDSM practitioners. The researchers found that
consent is a fundamental principle within BDSM relationships and often formalized through
negotiation, contracts, and explicit discussions before engaging in any activities (Tarleton et al.,
2025). However, Tarleton and colleagues (2025) argue that consent norms are strong but not
entirely rigid as negotiations are revisited, revised, dynamic, and personalized to specific
interactions and contexts. This contextual flexibility of consent norms can ensure that partners
remain comfortable but creates challenges in enforcing consent norms which can lead to
intentional and accidental consent violations (Tarleton et al., 2025). Although alternative sex
practitioners may still experience violations, their focus on ongoing communication and adapting
agreements challenges the common view of consent as a one-time act.

The process of erotic negotiation is thus a multifaceted experience that enables partners to
explore their desires safely, navigate power dynamics, and deepen sexual partners’ emotional
connectivity. It is a collaborative process that underscores the importance of communication and
mutual respect in achieving intimacy in both alternative and traditional relationships. The research
highlights the sophisticated framework within the alternative sex community for managing
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boundaries and power dynamics, practices which ensure participant safety and satisfaction.
Additionally, this framework for negotiations may provide lessons that could inform our societal
approaches to consent, relational ethics, and sexual health procedures.

Power Dynamics

Interconnected with the negotiation of alternative sexual behavior are power dynamics,
which are often consented to and agreed upon during negotiations. Power dynamics are a central
and defining feature of many alternative sexual practices, including BDSM (i.e., bondage and
discipline, dominance and submission, and sadism and masochism; De Neef et al., 2019), pegging
(i.e., one person penetrating the anus of another with a strap-on dildo; Aguilar., 2017), femdom
(i.e., feminine domination; Fennell, 2023), CBT (i.e., cock and ball torture; Tiemstra & Decision,
2014) , sounding (i.e., urethral insertion; Tewksbury et al., 2019), and other fetish practices.

In BDSM relationships, power is deliberately exchanged with partners assuming dominant
and submissive roles based on mutual agreements that enhance emotional connection and
satisfaction (Brown et al., 2020; Faccio et al., 2014; Meyer & Chen, 2019) Moreover, Meyer and
Chen (2019) highlight in their research that the power dynamics at play exist outside the bedroom
and often influence broader relational structures like decision-making. The authors argue that
balancing these power dynamics requires explicit communication and mutual respect to ensure
imbalances are agreed-upon rather than imposed (Meyer & Chen, 2019). Likewise, Barker and
colleagues (2008) argue that these power dynamics provide a framework for trust and intimacy
because the deliberate surrender or assertion of power is rooted in consent and communication.
Additionally, Meyer and Chen (2019) maintain that the ability to delineate power roles in both
sexual and non-sexual contexts allow couples to maintain relational harmony. Barker and
colleagues (2008) suggest that the relational harmony achieved is due to the sexual power
dynamics at play often mirroring broader relational power struggles outside of sexual contexts.
Similarly, Cutler and colleagues (2020) concluded that power dynamics will often extend beyond
sexual play, informing practitioners how to provide practical and emotional support for one
another. These findings demonstrate how power dynamics within alternative sexual practices
function as a tool for intimacy and as a model for managing relational structures outside of sex,
extending the benefits of their sex lives into non-sexual aspects of their relationships.

For non-practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors, having imbalances in power
dynamics may come off as unfair and even abusive. Of course, if any of the sexual acts are outside
what was agreed upon, alternative power dynamics can be abusive as well. Pitagora (2016) clarifies
that relationships with negotiated power dynamics within the alternative sex community are
materially different from abusive relationships. While alternative sexual relationships involve
consensual and pre-arranged power exchanges, abusive relationships are characterized by
manipulation, unwanted humiliation, and intimate partner violence including coercive control and
psychological aggression (AbiNader et al., 2023). Similar to Pitagora’s (2016) view on power
dynamics, Liboro and colleagues (2022) investigated the power dynamics of transgender men who
have sex with men within the context of kink practices and found that power is negotiated with the
express purpose of ensuring safety, especially when there are health concerns such as HIV. The
researchers highlight that within these power dynamics, power in and of itself is not typically
purely dominance for the sake of dominance, but about creating an environment where both parties
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feel secure and respected (Liboro et al., 2022). Power dynamics in alternative sexual relationships
differ fundamentally from those in abusive relationships because they are rooted in mutual consent
and intentional negotiation. These dynamics prioritize safety, respect, and satisfaction, contrasting
sharply with coercion and harm that define abusive relationships. Additionally, they differ from
normative sexual relationships, as they play with imbalances within relational power dynamics,
which allows practitioners to explore themselves and sex in new ways, become vulnerable to new
kinds of intimacy, and often help inform problem solving and relational dynamics outside of their
sex lives.

Williams and colleagues (2023) expand on a unique kind of vulnerability and intimacy that
occurs within the pegging community. According to the researchers, pegging involves a reversal
of traditional normative sexual roles, with female participants gaining a sense of agency and male
participants willingly adopting a submissive role (Williams et al., 2023). The authors argue that
the practice of pegging allows couples to redefine traditional expectations of masculinity and
femininity, which constructs a shared understanding of power, ensuring these power dynamics
remain enriching for both parties (Williams et al., 2023). Comparably, Zamboni (2017)
investigated power dynamics and constructed roles within the context of adult baby/diaper lovers
(ABDL). Zamboni (2017) contends that the ABDL community consists of exploring caregiving
and dependency roles, which involves a delicate balance of control and nurturing. One partner
typically adopts an infantile role that embraces vulnerability, with the other partner adopting a
caregiving role (Zamboni, 2017). Power in ABDL relationships is framed as a collaborative
process that fosters emotional intimacy. Moreover, Brown and colleagues (2020) provided a
similar viewpoint for the BDSM community, arguing that power exchanges are characterized by
their intentionality, with clearly defined roles, limits, expectations, and provide participants
opportunities for trust building and self-expression. Alternative sexual practices like pegging,
ABDL, and BDSM emphasize the intentional negotiation of roles, where control and vulnerability
are adjusted to facilitate exploration, challenge traditional norms, foster emotional intimacy, and
create deeper relational connections through mutual understanding and self-expression.

Role of Fetishes and Preferences

One pathway that may illuminate the benefits of alternative sexual experiences is through
examination of the reasons individuals begin to engage in them. Mundy and Cieo (2019) explored
the relationship between paraphilic interests, sex, and satisfaction and found that individuals who
could engage in their sexual interest consensually and without judgment reported higher levels of
sexual satisfaction. The researchers determined that some of the reasons individuals begin to
explore those sexual interests are to provide themselves with an outlet for self-expression, and to
help align their sexual activities with their desires (Mundy & Cieo, 2019). Mundy and Cieo (2019)
also concluded that the ability to discuss and negotiate alternative sex was critical for relational
satisfaction, and reported stronger emotional bonds, more fulfilling relationships, and reduced
stress if their partner was supportive. Similarly, Baumeister (1997) argued that fetishes such as
masochism serve multiple purposes such as expression of sexual desire, and as a mechanism for
emotional release and relational intimacy. Moreover, Baumeister (1997) posits that engaging in
masochistic practices allows people to temporarily escape the pressures of self-hood and societal
expectations by surrendering control.
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Another fetish that engages in escape from the ‘usual’ self and societal expectations is
ABDL. Zamboni (2017) examined the motivations of practitioners and concluded that ABDL
participants derived emotional satisfaction and comfort from role-playing scenarios that involved
caregiving and dependency. Zamboni (2017) argued that this fetish is about creating nurturing
environments and a sense of vulnerability, which results in strong relational bonds. Analogously,
Brown and colleagues (2020) determined that sexual preferences often serve psychological and
relational functions, such as building trust, exploring vulnerability, or reinforcing emotional
connection. The researchers argue that fetishes are highly personalized and require negotiation to
ensure they align to the needs and boundaries of participants (Brown et al., 2020). This reasoning
is also highlighted by Marmer (1971) who argued that alternative sexual preferences should be
recognized as natural variations of sexual expression.

Arguably, many alternative sexual practices provide participants with a framework and
script of how to meet each other’s sexual, emotional, and relational needs. These frameworks not
only allow for the exploration of unique desires but also facilitate deeper emotional connections
and relational satisfaction through intentional communication and mutual understanding. By
providing a structured approach to vulnerability, trust, and self-expression, fetishes and alternative
practices challenge traditional notions of sexual relationships, emphasizing the diversity and
complexity of human intimacy. Recognizing these practices as valid and meaningful forms of
sexual expression enables a more inclusive understanding of the ways individuals navigate and
fulfill their emotional and relational needs.

Societal Stigma & Misunderstanding

As discussed earlier, there is cultural and contextual variability in the acceptance of
alternative practices. Perhaps over time, more cultures will shift to accept more alternative
practices, resulting in them becoming ‘normal’. Marmor (1971) highlighted how cultural cues and
environmental factors shape individuals® beliefs about what constitutes acceptable or deviant
sexual behavior, underscoring that sexual norms are not universal but are instead deeply rooted in
specific cultural and temporal contexts, challenging rigid categorizations of alternative practices.
Individuals who engage in practices deemed deviant may end up carrying a stigma. Pescosolido
and Martin describe stigma as, “a deeply discrediting attribute”; “mark of shame”; “mark of
oppression”; and “devolved social identity” (2015, p. 92). Stigmatized individuals are devalued
through the conferring of labels and through stereotyping (Pescosolido & Martin, 2015).

The level of stigma attached to alternative sexual practices can affect the potential benefits
afforded to practitioners. In their systematic review of BDSM, Brown and colleagues (2020)
explored how cultural norms and attitudes shape the perception of BDSM, highlighting that BDSM
is more accepted in Western societies, allowing practitioners to experience greater social
acceptance and access to supportive communities. Conversely, in more conservative cultures and
societies, BDSM is frequently stigmatized and viewed as deviant, resulting in practitioners
engaging in BDSM in secret (Brown et al., 2020). Even in more accepting cultures, different
identities can impact the perceived taboo and social support of these behaviors; for example,
heterosexual practitioners of BDSM tend to receive more social support than LGBTQ+ BDSM
practitioners (Boyd-Rogers & Maddox, 2022). The authors argue that cultural context influences
not only the visibility of BDSM practices but also the ways in which individuals negotiate consent,
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safety, and boundaries. Vilkin and Sprott (2021) make a similar argument regarding consensual
non-monogamy (CNM), arguing that cultural and contextual factors shape motivations and
experiences within polyamorous and open relationships. The researchers argue that individualistic
cultures are more likely to view CNM as a personal choice, while collectivist cultures are more
likely to view CNM as immoral (Vilkin & Sprott, 2021). Moreover, the researchers reason that
CNM practitioners often must negotiate how they participate in CNM based on their specific
cultural norms on gender, family, marriage, jealousy, and fidelity, causing immense pressure to
conform to monogamy (Vilkin & Sprott, 2021). Conley and colleagues (2018) found that societal
disapproval led CNM practitioners to face heightened stigma and relational strain, critically
shaping how CNM relationships are experienced and perceived.

Many other researchers have found that significant harm can be derived from the stigma
and misconception of alternative sexual practices. Williams and colleagues (2023) discuss how
pegging is misconceptualized by society, which equates being penetrated with homosexuality and
emasculation. The authors emphasize how this results in shame or hesitation to begin exploring
pegging (Williams et al., 2023). Liboro and colleagues (2022) contend that the stigma faced by
transgender individuals and alternative sexual practices compound and create additional barriers
for transgender individuals seeking acceptance. Brewer and colleagues (2024) claim that societal
misconceptions often conflate BDSM with intimate partner violence, marginalizing the experience
of practitioners and diminishing the value of their relationships. Additionally, these
misconceptions can isolate youth by discouraging them from seeking support and/or openly
discussing their practices (Brown et al., 2024). Similarly, Pitagora (2016) asserts that due to the
stigma of alternative sexual practices, practitioners often will have stronger communication and
consent practices to ensure their behavior is not equated with coercion. Furthermore, Zamboni
(2017) highlights how ABDL behaviors are often misunderstood as signs of immaturity or
psychological dysfunction rather than consensual expressions of trust and vulnerability. Therapists
are not immune from subscribing to these stigmas and misunderstanding, as Barker and colleagues
(2008) found that many therapists lack education into alternative sexual practices, resulting in the
pathologization of consensual practices and creating a barrier for practitioners seeking affirming
support.

Stigma and misconceptions are consistently identified as a significant barrier for
individuals engaging in alternative sexual practices. Whether rooted in societal bias, lack of
understanding, or cultural taboos, these stigmas contribute to marginalization and hinder open
discussion and acceptance of alternative sexual practices.

Intersectionality

Intersectionality plays a pivotal role in shaping the experiences of individuals engaged in
alternative sexual practices, as it highlights the ways overlapping identities such as race, gender,
sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status interact with societal structures and cultural norms.
Researchers like Damm and colleagues (2018) emphasize how marginalized identities within
BDSM communities face compounded stigma and structural inequities, while Liboro and
colleagues (2022) explore how transgender men navigate the dual challenges of gender identity
and kink-related stigma. Similarly, Brewer and colleagues (2024) illustrate how gender and sexual
minority youth experience heightened vulnerabilities to discrimination and intimate partner
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violence within the context of BDSM. Hammack and colleagues (2019) extend these discussions
to queer relationships, demonstrating how intersecting factors like race, class, and gender identity
influence relational dynamics and intimacy. Together, these studies underscore the necessity of
recognizing intersectionality to better understand the challenges and complexities faced by
practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors, as well as the need for inclusive and supportive
frameworks in both social and therapeutic contexts.

Therapeutic Implications

What are the responsibilities for clinicians who have practitioners of alternative sexual
practices as clients, considering clinicians are often the individuals that label behaviors as
abnormal, subsequently pathologizing those behaviors? Nichols (2005) argues that many
therapists bring their own biases into therapy sessions, overtly or through pathologizing alternative
sexual practices, which reinforces the stigma and misunderstandings regarding consensual kinks.
Nichols (2005) emphasizes that therapists need to explore their own biases and assumptions and
encourages them to validate the experiences of practitioners in order to assist them in navigating
any relational or societal challenges they may encounter.

Many researchers also reached similar conclusions, that clinicians must put aside their
assumptions of alternative sexual practices and take the time to learn about the communities their
clients belong to. Barker and colleagues (2008) maintained that therapists must adopt a non-
pathologizing and affirmative approach when working with clients, while simultaneously
recognizing their sexual practices as a valid and healthy form of expression. Additionally, the
researchers concluded that therapists must educate themselves on the dynamics of relationships
involving alternative sexual practices to avoid imposing harmful biases (Barker et al., 2008).
Pitagora (2016) makes a similar argument, stating that therapists must understand the nuances of
consensual power exchanges to avoid labelling healthy alternative sexual practices as abusive.
Pitagora (2016) maintains that therapists must approach unorthodox relationships with an open
mind and consider the negotiation framework often inherent in BDSM and other kinks as a starting
point for assisting clients in fostering healthier communication and boundary-setting. Ultimately,
embracing a non-judgmental and informed approach allows therapists to provide more effective
and inclusive support, empowering clients to navigate their relationships and sexual practices with
confidence.

Liboro and colleagues (2022) take it a step further and argue that the deliberate negotiation
process emblematic of most practitioners of alternative sexual practices is strikingly similar to
some therapeutic processes such as boundary-setting and functional communication. The
researchers maintain that by recognizing these parallels, therapists can utilize the skills clients
already use in their sexual dynamics and help apply them to other relational or personal challenges
(Liboro et al., 2022). Thus, the skills and processes observed in alternative sexual practice
relationships may serve as a model for all clients that the therapist encounters. We are not implying
that therapists should encourage or push their clients into these practices, but, rather, that the
practices of explicit negotiations, direct communication, and other strengths gleaned from these
communities should be encouraged among those with more traditional sexual appetites as well.
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Additionally, Liboro and colleagues (2022) argue that therapists must become culturally
competent and have the ability to consider the importance of inclusive therapy and the
intersectionality of identities of alternative sexual practices practitioners. Otherwise, clinicians will
limit their effectiveness in providing support that validates the experiences of their clients.
Likewise, Brewer and colleagues (2024) supported the idea of therapists using parallels between
their work and alternative sexual practices, such as explicit consent and clear communication, to
foster agency and safety in sessions. Moreover, Brewer and colleagues (2024) put forth the
argument that there is a significant need for trauma informed care and affirming spaces, especially
when working with gender and sexual minority youth as they are more susceptible to societal
stigma. Furthermore, Sill (2023) subscribes to the belief that alternative sexual practices such as
consent and communication models are valuable when integrated into therapy as it supports clients
in navigating relational and sexual challenges. By acknowledging and integrating the parallels
between therapeutic processes and alternative sexual dynamics, therapists can foster greater
inclusivity, cultural competence, and affirming care, which assists clients in navigating their
identities and relationships.

Clinicians who do not challenge their own biases are liable to cause actual harm to their
clients. Illustrating this point, Sill (2023) found that clients reported feeling misunderstood or
judged by therapists who lacked knowledge about alternative sexual practices or about queer
identities. Meyer and Chen (2019) argued that therapists working with mixed-orientation
relationships (relationships dynamics that include at least one individual who identifies as a
practitioner of alternative sexual practices and at least one individual who does not identify as a
practitioner of alternative sexual practices) must be able to address the differences in preferences
without judgment or risk harming relational intimacy. Supporting this argument, Mundy and Cieo
(2019) found that societal attitudes and personal shame can interfere with practitioners’ ability to
embrace their preferences, which can potentially lead to distress or relational challenges.
Therapists who fail to challenge their biases and validate alternative sexual preferences risk
undermining the therapeutic relationship and exacerbating the distress and relational challenges
their clients may already face. While individual therapists should be responsible for continually
monitoring and confronting their own biases, more education on how to support individuals in a
sex-positive way across various domains and clinical settings is needed.

Limitations, Research Gaps, & Future Research Direction

This review is intentionally focused rather than comprehensive, prioritizing depth of
analysis over breadth of coverage. We selected literature that best illuminates the transferable
relational skills and frameworks rather than attempting exhaustive coverage of all alternative
sexual practices research. While we can learn a lot from these relationships, the existing research
has limitations. Many studies disproportionately focus on Western, White, and cisgender
participants, which limits the generalizability of findings to more diverse populations. This focus
is unsurprising given that it was found that 96% of participants in research studies published in the
top psychology journals were from Western industrialized nations, nations which make up 12% of
the world’s population (Henrich et al., 2010). Thus, it is difficult to generalize any of these findings
to populations that have not been studied. Additionally, many studies within this area used small
and niche sample populations, such as BDSM practitioners or participants in specific fetishes and
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rely on self-report data, which introduces potential biases affecting accuracy and depth of findings.
However, self-report may be the only viable method for collecting data about private experiences.

Longitudinal research is needed to understand the sustainability, benefits, and challenges
of relationships that include alternative sexual practices. There is limited research on how
intersecting identities such as race, socioeconomic status, gender, and ability shape experiences
within alternative sexual communities. Additionally, while there were many articles focusing on
BDSM, other alternative sexual practices are underexplored, and for some fetishes there was no
research available. More research is needed to understand these communities and their relational
and psychological dynamics.

Many studies focus on individual experiences, with less attention paid to long-term
relational outcomes, particularly in mixed-orientation or polyamorous relationships. Moreover,
more research focus is required to highlight the broader societal impacts of stigma on practitioners
including influences on their mental health, access to resources, and their relational dynamics with
family and friends. Additionally, research on how therapists can better integrate alternative sexual
practices into therapeutic models is limited. Specific strategies for addressing bias, leveraging
client’s relational skills, and fostering inclusivity need further exploration. Studies addressing
health-related risks and prudent strategies is limited, especially for marginalized groups like
transgender individuals. Furthermore, more research is needed to identify the specific mechanisms,
both biological and psychological, that contribute to the reported relational benefits of alternative
sexual practices.

Theoretical Contributions and Implications

While previous research has typically examined individual alternative sexual practices in
isolation, our review and synthesis reveals common underlying processes (e.g., explicit
negotiation, consensual power exchange, and structured vulnerability) that operate across diverse
practices. This suggests these are not merely disparate “alternative” behaviors but represent
sophisticated relationship strategies with shared foundational principles. Moreover, our analysis
moves beyond descriptive accounts of what occurs in these communities to theorize how the skills
developed in alternative sexual practices transfer to “mainstream” relationships. While others have
noted strong communication in specific kink communities, we explicitly articulate how these
negotiation frameworks provide a replicable template for enhancing consent, boundary-setting,
and emotional intimacy across all relationship types. The explicit communication protocols, power
negotiation strategies, and vulnerability management techniques developed in these communities
offer concrete tools that can strengthen any romantic partnership.

Furthermore, this review bridges the gap between descriptive research on alternative sexual
practices and prescriptive implications for clinical practice. Existing literature often stops at
describing these practices without connecting to therapeutic applications, while we provide a
concrete framework for how clinicians can integrate these relationship skills into practice while
avoiding pathologization. We move the conversation from ‘what do these communities do’ to “how
can these insights improve therapeutic outcomes’ by identifying specific parallels between
therapeutic processes and alternative sexual negotiation practices. Perhaps most significantly, our
review reveals that the benefits attributed to alternative sexual practices may stem less from the
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specific sexual acts themselves and more from the relational infrastructure these communities have
developed around consent, communication, and negotiated vulnerability. This reframing shifts
focus from the behaviors to the underlying relationship dynamics, making the lessons more
universally applicable and less dependent on engagement with specific sexual practices.

Conclusion

Alternative sexual practices offer valuable lessons in communication, consent, and
relational flexibility. By examining the experiences of practitioners, this paper demonstrates how
these practices can foster deep emotional intimacy and relational satisfaction through the
negotiation of boundaries, power, and vulnerability. While societal stigma and methodological
limitations persist, expanding research to include diverse voices and underexplored fetishes is
crucial for a more inclusive understanding of human sexuality. In doing so, we can uncover the
potential benefits of these practices for improving intimacy, enhancing communication, and
promoting relational growth in all types of relationships.
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ABSTRACT

Using a methodology rooted in convict criminology and autoethnography, the authors of this
paper illustrate how positive sexuality dimensions were reflected in the correctional
supervision experiences of the first author. This research adds to current scholarship, based
on more traditional research methods, that addresses successful offender rehabilitation and re-
entry.
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Introduction

Across the U.S., correctional issues, including facilitating successful offender
rehabilitation and re-entry, remain a high priority for many scholars, practitioners, and
policymakers, as well as much of the general public. Such issues, of course, are associated with
very high emotional and monetary costs that are widespread and far-reaching. Data from the Prison
Policy Initiative (PPI) show that the total number of people incarcerated in the U.S. is approaching
two million (Sawyer & Wagner, 2025). Furthermore, data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics
found that at the end of 2022 there were 3,668,800 people serving probation or parole, also
sometimes referred to as community release (Kaeble, 2024).

Prevalence of Trauma History and Substance Abuse

Research has found that one in four persons across the total U.S. population has reported
being a victim of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) (Brown et al., 2025). At the same time,
the National Sexual Violence Resource Center (NSVRC, 2024) reported that 81% of women, and
43% of men across the U.S. have experienced some sort of sexual abuse or sexual harassment at
some point in their lifetimes (youth and/or adulthood). Unfortunately, various forms of
maltreatment remain prevalent in American society. Regarding the present research project, it is
important to note that rates of experiencing maltreatment, particularly during childhood, are higher
among convicts. For example, Messina and Schepps (2021) found that among incarcerated
individuals, 64% reported having experienced emotional abuse as children, 60% disclosed they
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had experienced physical abuse during their youth, and 43% disclosed that they had experienced
sexual abuse as children.

It also has been well-known for decades that many convicts across a wide range of crime
classification have histories of substance use problems. Indeed, substance abuse treatment, in one
form or another, is a primary aspect of rehabilitation for numerous convicts. Donnelly and
Davidson (2025) recently found that approximately 49% of incarcerated individuals qualified for
a substance use disorder (SUD), and research conducted in previous decades has shown that
percentage has been considerably higher (Travis et al., 2001). Given the high numbers of
individuals who are or have been incarcerated, along with relatively high percentages of this
population who have issues of both ACEs and SUDs, it is important that scholars and professionals
continue to work to understand how ACEs and SUDs can impact convicts’ efforts to complete
their correctional sentences and live crime-free. Thus, the present project highlights the
intersection of the impact of ACE with SUD, which can significantly shape offender re-entry
trajectories and rehabilitation outcomes, by focusing on subjective, real-world, lived experience.

A “Positive” Turn in Sexuality and Criminology

The positive sexuality framework (Prior & Williams, 2025; Williams et al., 2015a, 2015b)
was created by examining and subsequently distilling common elements from across a range of
social science and clinical fields of study, while striving for robust applicability across a wide
range of socio-sexual issues. As a result, the framework creators identified eight dimensions of
positive sexuality: (a) “Positive” refers to strengths, happiness, and wellbeing; (b) Individual
sexuality is unique and multifaceted; (c) Positive sexuality embraces multiple ways of knowing
(disciplines, methods, voices); (d) Positive sexuality reflects professional ethics; (e) Open, honest
communication is needed; (f) Positive sexuality is humanizing; (g) Peacemaking is encouraged;
and (h) Positive sexuality applies across all levels of social structure (Prior & Williams, 2025;
Williams et al., 2015a).

Particularly notable here is that positive sexuality is intentionally consistent with both the
positive criminology perspective of Ronel and Elisha (2011) and the Good Lives model of offender
rehabilitation (Ward et al., 2025) while also drawing directly from restorative justice and
peacemaking approaches (Pepinski, 2013). More recently, a sex-positive criminology perspective
has emerged which draws from the positive sexuality framework and multiple critical
criminological approaches, including those mentioned above, as well as feminist and queer
criminologies (Wodda & Panfil, 2021; 2025). Wodda and Panfil (2021) favor a harm reduction
approach while emphasizing that—in the first place—quality sex education, access to adequate
healthcare, and increased bodily autonomy should be fundamental human rights. Such deficiencies
directly impact violence and the limited effectiveness of rehabilitation and healing. All of these
critical approaches to understanding and addressing crime reflect the recent positive turn in
sexuality and criminology, which draw from existing personal and community strengths, in
contrast to traditional deficit-based approaches inherent to retribution.

Current Research Purpose

In light of the above background, the purpose of this narrative research project, from a
positive perspective, is to illustrate, via lived experience, the potential impact of childhood sexual
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abuse (CSA) on adults within the criminal justice system who are required to undergo regular
urinalysis testing. The research highlights the compassion shown by a probation officer in
demonstrating how personal positive experiences from those within the system can help lessen an
individual’s likelihood of reoffending. Indeed, this unique study involves multiple dimensions of
positive sexuality, including the need for correctional support toward offenders enhances overall
health and wellbeing; utilization of multiple ways of knowing through a personal narrative research
design; illustrating the need for open, honest communication in a correctional context; and
promoting humanization and peacemaking (healing).

Researchers’ Social Positioning

The first author is a middle-aged, White, American male, who is currently an
undergraduate student (supervised by the second author) at a university in the Intermountain region
of the United States. For much of his early adulthood, the first author struggled with a chronic
substance use disorder (SUD), which led to serving a nine-month term of incarceration in a state
institution. Currently, he is on felony probation and has maintained sobriety since his incarceration
in July 2022.

The second author is a middle-aged, White, American male, who is a senior social and
behavioral scientist with expertise in both criminology and human sexuality, as well as a range of
quantitative and qualitative research methods. Prior to his career in academia, he worked for
several years as a clinician in maximum, medium, and minimum-level security state correctional
institutions. Some of his peer-reviewed, published research has drawn from practical experience,
including convict criminology and autoethnographic scholarship.

Theoretical and Methodological Approach
Convict Criminology

Our project utilizes a convict criminology (CC) theoretical perspective. CC began as a
specific critical criminology approach in 1997, though its roots, such as work by Frank
Tannenbaum and John Irwin, were influential decades earlier (Richards, 2013). CC was created
and developed by a group of ex-convict graduate students and ex-convict professors who
recognized that academic journals and textbooks presented dominant views of prison
administrators, while ignoring convicts’ experiential knowledge of incarceration and correctional
processes (Richards, 2013). Indeed, convicts’ voices have been ignored regarding a variety of
problems, such as how crime is defined, the impact of incarceration on convicts and their families,
prison overcrowding, community re-entry challenges, and lack of treatment opportunities—as well
as potential solutions (Jones et al., 2009). In contrast to historically traditional, “objective,”
approaches, CC, like other critical approaches, recognizes that all voices are valuable, though each
is incomplete, in potentially adding valuable knowledge to important human issues, and
specifically for CC, criminological ones. Today, the CC school is a thriving division of the
American Society of Criminology (ASC), has a stronger representation of women compared to its
earlier history, and represents scholars from across the globe. Despite that, many challenges
continue (see Ortiz, 2024; Ross, 2020).
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As a unique theoretical perspective, CC utilizes convicts’ voices and perspectives, based
on individuals’ lived experiences, to help create a more thorough understanding of criminology
and criminal justice, especially as these issues impact peoples’ real worlds (Newbold et al., 2014).
Thus, CC largely privileges “insider,” rather than “outsider” perspectives. In short, subjectivity
and lived experience matter, especially in little-understood places with unique cultures, such as
jails and prisons. Although CC projects potentially may employ various research methods,
including case studies, grounded theory, and narrative analysis, more recent arts-based (or creative
analytic practice, CAP) research approaches, including personal narrative (see Richardson, 2000)
are particularly well-suited for generating new knowledge via CC.

Autoethnography

Although autoethnography (AE), as a method, is a relatively recent development in the
history of qualitative inquiry, it is now frequently applied, consistent with a wide range of other
methods, across the social, behavioral, and health sciences. AE draws from authors’ personal
experiences to extend sociological understanding, thus illustrating the social and political
complexities of personal experience (Ellis, 1997; Sparkes, 2000). Cooper and Lilyea (2021)
observed that while particular versions of AE have emerged from narrative and ethnographic
research traditions, respectively, AE remains a unique and valuable form of cultural analysis.

Because CC draws from personal experience to provide critical perspectives of
incarceration and correctional processes, evocative AE, rooted in the narrative tradition, is a
valuable method to produce such unique knowledge. Indeed, CC scholarship naturally utilizes
evocative AE to illustrate changing structures, inequities, social hierarchies, power dynamics, and
the various intense emotional impacts that imprisonment and the correctional process have on
convicts and their families (Earle, 2020; Newbold et al., 2014; Terry 2003). As a unique method,
AE blurs “us vs. them” boundaries that are ubiquitous across criminal justice, while also
facilitating compassion and healing (Williams, 2006). These methodological attributes are
particularly important to the present project, which potentially may contribute to addressing,
successfully, a seemingly common issue among convicts.

Navigating Successful Re-entry: A Sex-Positive Story of Correctional Support
Potential Roads of Freedom—or Maybe Not?

It is a beautiful, sunny day in May, 2023. The feeling of freedom you get when on the road
IS, in my opinion, one of the best feelings ever. Just the knowledge that you can turn that wheel
and end up anywhere, well, almost anywhere, is exhilarating. I like driving so much that I owned
a pilot-car company for two years that took me to more places than | can immediately recall. My
average mileage a month was somewhere in the neighborhood of seven thousand miles, but it
wasn’t unheard of for me to hit ten thousand. I even lived in the back of my Dodge Grand Caravan
that entire time. | had modified it to have a bed, a refrigerator, a microwave, and even running
water. It was basic, perhaps almost primitive by today’s common American lifestyle of mass-
consumption, but also freeing and exciting. It was one hell of a way to live, and I truly miss it some
days.
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As | advance down the road, the thought hits me that not all drives are equal. Today | want
nothing more than to turn around and go home. Today’s excursion is not a particularly long drive.
In fact, it’s only across town. But it’s the destination that has my stomach in knots. My toes curl in
my shoes as | drive—a sure signal to my conscious brain that I’m stressed. | am on my way to meet
my probation officer for the first time. I don’t know what to expect. I’m apprehensive. Nervous.
My destination today will significantly impact my future, probably even the rest of my life. | want
to live a satisfying, crime-free—from here on out—life.

Several days ago, | was released from prison after a nine-month stretch. My charge was
distribution of a controlled substance. | was caught selling DMT (dimethyltryptamine) to an
undercover cop. As part of my sentence, | was ordered to serve a minimum of two-and-a-half years
of probation, all the way up to five years. For my entire drive today, all | can think about is the
question, “Am | going to get sent back to prison?”

It’s probably easy for people who have never done time in jail or prison to simply think,
“Well, just do as you’re told and don’t fuck it up.”” Obviously, like many ex-cons that’s my
intention, but staying out is far from simple and easy. It’s more complicated, too, when someone
else, a probation officer, has a large impact on how | approach and progress toward this obvious
goal.

I finally arrive at my destination. I’m plenty early—I do not want to be late to this incredibly
important meeting. That would give my new probation officer a negative impression, and |
certainly don’t need that. | really do want to succeed and regain my freedom, and | am committed
to that goal. For now, I’ll wait several more minutes or so before | enter the building for my
meeting. | slump back in my car seat, take a deep breath, and my mind naturally wanders back to
the key events that got me here.

July 28, 2022: Judgment Day

I’ll never forget July 28, 2022, the day | was sentenced. | can still feel the unforgettable
sensation my buttocks of sitting in court, for what seemed an eternity, on the hard, wooden benches.
Court benches are never comfortable. My mind notes that sitting quietly on those benches is not
all that different from my time sitting on similar benches in church all those years ago. Still, no
benches are as solid and dense as the ones in a court of law.

In court and awaiting my sentencing, my father sat close to me on my right, but instead of
my mother next to me, as in the old days at church, it was my lawyer who occupied the space to
my left. Instead of listening to a sermon in church informing me of the potential final destination
of my eternal soul, I was in a court of law to learn my fate for up to the next several years.

My mind remembers the beginning of my Judgment Day, back to my morning shower. A
dear friend had stayed with me the previous night and tried to lift my mood in the morning. We
joked together, or at least tried to lighten the mood, as she washed me and I her. | recall the
research that | had done regarding the sentencing habits of judges. | had read that they were likely
to be more lenient first thing in the morning and right after lunch, compared to other times of the
day. Since | was in the courtroom first thing in the morning, | was hopeful that | would just receive
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probation. After all, I had two co-defendants, and they had both been given probation. | remember
thinking that maybe | would be going home after sentencing to start working on my sobriety and
figuring out a new life on probation.

But as Judgment Day progressed my mood sank. Defendant after defendant appeared
before it was my turn. The day got longer. More waiting. As it got closer and closer to lunch time,
my only thought then was that with any luck | would be the first to be called after lunch. Then |
got punched in gut, as the judge advised, ““Ok everyone, we are going to break for lunch. In the
meantime, let’s get a urine sample from Mr. Samuelson. | want to make sure | have a sober man
in front of me before | sentence him.”

That was it. | was damned. | was not going home that day.

“You’re clean, right?”” my lawyer turned to me and whispered.

“No,” I replied quietly, trying to hide embarrassment.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”” There was no mistaking my lawyer’s frustration.

“Well,”” | bluntly retorted, ““it would have been nice if my lawyer told me this was a
possibility!”

The lawyer now was stern. “The judge hears you say that he’ll give you five years right
now!”

I was trapped—of my own doing. All I could do was to just sit there, trying like hell to not
let my nerves show as the realization set in, regarding what | was about to be required to do.

As the bailiff led me to the bathroom, I could feel myself start to shake from my very core.
He escorted me into the bathroom and asked, “Anything I need to know about?”

“Yeah, I’m dirty for meth.”

Nothing more had been said. He just handed me a cup and leaned against the wall in the
corner of the restroom.

Thinking about Judgment Day and having been mandated to provide a UA before
sentencing now causes my body to fidget. There is much more to that day, but my memory is
suddenly interrupted and | am back in the present. | notice that both my body and mind are tense,
and my heart is pounding. | look around the parking lot from my vehicle, noticing a few cars
scattered toward the front of the building, but also several empty parking spaces. | glance at the
time. Only two minutes have passed. It’s still too early to walk across the parking lot and step
inside the building, and | feel more comfortable waiting in my car than waiting for too long in the
large building. Once again, my mind wanders back in time—a long way back—back to my
formative years.
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Wayyyyy Back to 1984: Fun, Confusion, and Experiences that Never Go Away

I grew up in a rural community in the Intermountain West. Almost every house around us
had kids of similar age, everybody knew each other, and there was a strong sense of community in
the neighborhood. Our house was at the end of the neighborhood, one block over from the main
street, which meant minimal traffic and plenty of road to ride bikes on. Every Fourth of July, one
of the neighbors would throw a block party, the likes of which few have ever seen—at least it felt
that way to five-year-old me. Everyone would bring their food over to that neighbor’s house to
grill itup, and the coolers were overflowing with Shasta and beer. There was some sort of delicious
treat for everyone—both us kids and our parents. As sunset turned to darkness, the unmistakable
smell of firework smoke permeated the air from one end of the neighborhood to the other. To us
kids, it smelled like heaven! All of us kids typically ran around with each other. In fact, the whole
summers were spent racing around on our bikes or playing out in the fields behind the
neighborhood. Sometimes we’d dig holes to hide in, in which process, we’d sometimes jokingly
throw dirt on each other. One of the most fun activities during the summer months was sleepovers
with friends.

The first time | was assaulted was during one of these sleepovers at my house. One of the
older neighborhood boys, “D’” and | had been playing all day, and he had asked me if it would be
alright if he stayed the night. As was standard practice, | asked my parents, who in turn asked his
parents, and they all said it would be fine. D was a little older than me—and old enough that he
should have known that his sexual behaviors acted upon me that night in my bed were not
acceptable. This was the first incident of many, but it was the only time that these violations
occurred in a bedroom. | did not want any of this, and it all felt wrong—very wrong, but I also felt
like I couldn’t tell anyone. This same sort of sexual abuse continued for several years until | was
seven or eight years of age, and every incident following the first occasion occurred in a bathroom.

D’s house was especially popular in the neighborhood, as they were the only family to have
a trampoline in their backyard. This made it the regular meeting place for all of us kids. D would
find ways to get me separated from the rest of the kids and get me into the bathroom. He would
then ask me to stand in front of the toilet and urinate in front of him, which was just an excuse to
get me to take my penis out of my pants. From there the situation always would escalate. These
violations were generally around ten minutes or so, as to not raise suspicion with the other
children.

My reflections on this difficult part of my past are suddenly interrupted by another vehicle
entering the parking lot. |1 watch as the vehicle moves across the parking lot, much closer to the
building from where | am. My memories are painful, and they still loom large as | think about
entering the building soon to meet my new probation officer. ““I just hope he understands,” | say
silently to myself.

My rational, adult mind knows what these incidents of sexual assault were—they were the
actions of a very sexually confused young man. And, if the research on sexual abuse has shown us
anything, it suggests that D was likely a victim of sexual abuse himself. | have forgiven him for
what he did to me, but that doesn’t mean his actions haven’t had long-term effects on me.
Ironically, I also became hypersexual in my teens. | began looking at pornography at a very young
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age, and | sometimes went to extremes in the search for sexual encounters. Even throughout my
adulthood, my traumatic childhood experience has made it difficult to explore my unique, personal
sexuality, which is a component of one’s overall wellbeing, in a confident, assertive manner.

The lasting effect of my difficult childhood experience, at the forefront of trying to live
crime free, is that | have a very shy bladder around men. It used to be that when I would walk into
a busy public restroom, | would use a stall rather than a urinal, although, thankfully, this emotional
sensitivity has eased up a bit over the years. But trying to navigate through this emotional issue
has been agonizing at times. | remember a particular trip coming back from a fun day at Lagoon
amusement park, just outside of Salt Lake City, and stopping at a Red Robin for dinner. | needed
to pee, so as one would commonly do, | walked into the restroom and stood in front of the urinal.
Right before | was able to start, an employee entered the restroom to clean it. I immediately froze
up. Pure panic. My heart instantly began pounding, and I couldn’t control my rapid breathing.
The only thing I could think to do was to make loud sniffing noises to make it sound like | was
doing lines of cocaine. | desperately needed this person, authorized employee or not, to move away
from me. Of course, the rational, adult part of my ego now recognizes this as a rather absurd thing
to do! However, that experience, immediately triggering the vulnerable child part of me, way back
in 1984, had come to the forefront again. I didn’t know what else to do.

The Conclusion of Judgment Day

My mind effortlessly fast-forwards from 1984 to my court appearance on July 28, 2022—
Judgment Day. The court bailiff was still waiting on me in the bathroom. Time kept ticking. | was
trying so hard, but without success, to provide a UA. | just could not relax. My brain refused to
pause for any length of time that could be conducive to producing a few drops of urine. The bailiff
was beginning to get annoyed. He stayed in the corner but kept shifting from one leg to the other.
Then he kept looking at his watch.

I wasn’t trying to be difficult. I tried standing, sitting, running my hand under warm water,
drinking cup after cup of water. After about forty-five minutes of this, 1 was finally, almost
miraculously, able to squeeze a couple of drops of urine out into the cup. The court officer didn’t
think it would be enough to get a result at first, but after waiting, the result appeared. No surprise—
I was positive for methamphetamine.

The embarrassing but predictable UA experience had made my rising courtroom anxiety
even worse. As | sat back down in the courtroom between my attorney and my father, | tried to
calm myself down, but to no avail. I could tell my lawyer was upset with me. He was obviously
disappointed that | had been so short-sighted as to show up to my sentencing hearing dirty (drugs
at a detectible level in my system). All I could do was to just sit there. It felt like I was the
undesirable filling of a big, disappointment sandwich—with my father and my attorney sitting on
each side of me, representing the bread. My mind kept racing...and more waiting.

When it was finally my turn, my attorney and | took our seats at the table at the front of the

courtroom. The judge was handed the results of my urinalysis, then he turned and sternly looked
at me.
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“Mr. Samuelson, I want a sober man standing in front of me when | sentence him. | hereby
order you to the custody of the County jail until we are able to reschedule you to appear.”

As | stood up to be handcuffed, | turned around and looked at my father. The
disappointment on his face was unmistakable. | saw in his eyes that he was scared for me.

One week later | sat before the judge once more as he flipped through my pre-sentence
investigation paperwork, which included extensive details of my personal and criminal histories.
I was asked about my criminal and personal history in great detail, including the incidents of my
childhood.

When the judge had finally asked me to stand, | wasn’t sure my legs would hold me up. The
only words | heard come out of his mouth were “two years in the state penitentiary...” He said
more, but I didn’t hear it. My mind was numb and nothing else registered.

As | was escorted back to my cell, I was still unsure of what actually had just happened. |
wouldn’t realize for several more weeks that yes, | had been sentenced to two years fixed and three
indeterminate, but that | was given a chance for an alternative prison known as the Corrections
Alternative Placement Program (CAPP). CAPP is a diversion prison where cons are required to
attend classes, and upon successful completion, are released on probation for a specific period of
time.

CAPP: Things Could Have Been Much Worse

I vividly recall my time in CAPP, where | was finally released just a few days ago. | had
been at the facility for nine months. Classes there were only supposed to last six months, but the
facility was so understaffed that | had to wait three months before my classes even began. But |
eventually completed them as ordered. As my release date approached, my anxiety about it
continued to rise daily.

Yes, | was excited to finally be out, but the next phase of my life actually worried me more
than being locked up, for upon release | was sentenced to probation for five full years. And, with
probation comes random drug tests. My toes curl just thinking about it. The State commonly uses
urinalysis for its drug testing for people on probation and parole, and being unable to provide a
UA sample to your probation officer is considered a refusal. Such an outcome can quickly land
you back in County jail, or worse, the State prison. If I was to be sent back to prison, it would be
for my full two-year sentence. Laying on my bunk, thinking of the possibility of being sent back
had terrified me to no end. | was totally unsure of what my future would look like.

Present and Future: The Correctional Power of Empathy and Hope

My mind is now fully in the present. I’m back in the parking lot. I look at the time, and it’s
time to enter the rather bland, off-white building and meet my new probation officer. I’m still a
couple of minutes early, but my pace across the parking lot is quicker than usual. I’m anxious as
I move into a new chapter of my life, a great unknown. 1’ve already lined up a job, so | have that
going for me. Still, I have no idea how this first meeting will go. I am acutely aware of the wide
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range of ex-cons’ accounts of stories of parole and probation officers, including some horror
stories. | pray that my new officer will be understanding. I really want to succeed.

Trying to build self-confidence, | stand tall and walk into the building, focused on my
posture as | enter. | quickly glance around the room. It looks like a strange hybrid of a check-
cashing store and a medical clinic that serves low-income patients. A middle-aged woman sits
behind a glass window, and there’s a slot beneath the glass barrier to slide papers from her to
clients, like me, and vice-versa. | proceed to the window, tell her my name, then take a seat to wait
for my new correctional supervisor. | don’t have to wait long at all.

My probation officer greets me in the lobby of the probation office. To my pleasant
surprise, he is not what I envisioned. This man has a medium-build; short brown hair; and a round,
gentle-looking face with a short, neatly trimmed beard covering much of it. He very briefly greets
me, quite kindly, and leads me back to his office. A wave of relief moves down my body. So far, so
good. The intriguing man has me sit in a chair directly in front of his desk, then more formally
introduces himself. As he speaks, the only thing I can think about is the all-important question |
am about to ask him, and, especially how he will respond. “*Sir, | have a question for you? Is there
any other way | can be given drug tests besides a piss test?”

He looks at me curiously and asks why | would need to do that.

“You see, | was sexually abused as a kid back in 1984. It mainly happened in bathrooms,
and 1I’m so scared that | won’t be able to give a UA sample and then I’ll get a violation. I’m willing
to pay extra for my cost of supervision. I’ll do blood, saliva, hair follicle, whatever you want. | just
don’t think I’ll be able to provide a urine sample.” 1 sit petrified, my toes curled inside the ends of
my shoes, as | wait for his response. Please, please, | hope he understands.

“You won’t have to pay extra. I’ll use saliva tests on you. | understand your issue with the
urine tests.”

Incredibly, the world’s biggest rock has been lifted off my chest! After hearing so many
stories from others about how they were treated rather callously by their supervising officers, this
response—simple, yet fully supportive—I was not really expecting. This empathic response—him
meeting me where | am, with such a simple act of understanding—does so much to build instantly
a bridge of trust between us. | feel like I can actually trust this man, and that things are now going
to be okay.

I walk out of his office with a whole new outlook of what the next few years are going to
look like. My anxiety has vanished, and I have new hope and confidence. | happily walk across the
parking lot and settle back into the driver’s seat of my car. I feel like I am on the road to freedom,
and this is a damn good feeling!

Applying Positive Sexuality Within Correctional Process

As noted in the introduction herein, the positive sexuality framework was derived from
examining existing scholarly literature across disciplines, then subsequently structured to address
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virtually any problem pertaining to human sexuality (Prior & Williams, 2025; Williams et al.,
2015a), which includes various forensic and correctional issues (Williams et al., 2015b; Wodda &
Panfil, 2025). In the current autoethnographic project, multiple dimensions of positive sexuality,
perhaps not yet sufficiently common within correctional processes, were reflected by the first
author’s probation officer during their initial meeting. Embedded in the narrative are important
contextual elements that are inextricably linked to subjective experience, which impact the
unfolding correctional and rehabilitative process for this individual. Importantly, the officer
seemed genuinely sensitive to his supervisee’s general health and wellbeing, showed compassion
(humanizing), while also being willing to support healing (consistent with peacemaking) from a
difficult ACE.

Indeed, while promoting crime-free living is a primary objective of correctional process, it
remains necessary to facilitate and support convicts’ efforts at healing from past experiences of
abuse and trauma that partly shaped engaging in crime for many individuals in the first place. A
supportive social climate reflecting positive sexuality can be valuable for convicts when
considering whether or not to disclose ACEs they may have experienced, which, if disclosed, could
then be addressed therapeutically.

Indeed, the emerging sex-positive criminology perspective incorporates the broad
dimensions of positive sexuality, while also specifically focusing on supporting bodily autonomy,
consent, quality sex education, and access to medical and health services (Wodda & Panfil, 2025).
These scholars note that the crimino-legal complex has not been concerned with facilitating
survival or care, let alone promoting wellbeing. Nevertheless, addressing offenders’ health and
wellbeing, including mental health and substance abuse issues, specifically, has been found to be
a much-needed aspect of successful offender re-entry (Gunnison & Helfgott, 2017). Researchers
have also called for a trauma-informed approach to understanding how such experiences may
shape criminal behavior and individuals” subsequent rehabilitation needs (Avellino et al., 2023).
From a sex-positive criminology perspective (Wodda & Panfil, 2025), it could be reasonably
argued that convicts should have the basic right to receive professional help in working through
childhood sexual victimization issues that thwart successful re-entry. Furthermore, the recent
development of the Good Lives model of offender rehabilitation (Ward et al., 2025) is based on
the human rights premise that everyone, including offenders, should have access to key “goods”
associated with attaining happiness, wellbeing, and freedom.

Scholars increasingly are realizing that offender rehabilitation programs, essential to
successful re-entry, should strengthen officer-offender relationships that promote collaboration,
tailor interventions to individual needs, address specific barriers to crime-free living, identify and
utilize personal strengths, promote positive effects on individual health and wellbeing (Carolan et
al., 2022; Sapp, 2023; Schlager, 2018). While assessing and managing risk are essential, the
identification and application of personal, family, and community strengths are also valuable.

Conclusion
This creative project, framed from unified strengths-based perspectives and rooted in CC

and AE methodology, applies thick, rich narrative description to illustrate the direct positive
impact of officer sensitivity and support towards the first author, as an ex-convict, who was and is
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motivated to avoid substance use relapse and live crime-free. While quantitative studies have
found that significant percentages of convicts struggle with both ACEs (Brown et al., 2025;
Messina & Schepps, 2021) and SUDs (Donnelly & Davidson, 2025; Travis et al., 2001), it is
important to understand, qualitatively, the potential impact of such issues on individuals in the
correctional system and how such issues can impact their motivation and behavioral efficacy to
live crime-free. To conclude, we are supportive of the valuable scholarly knowledge that can be
generated by rigorous “multiple ways of knowing” (Prior & Williams, 2025, p. 6), and we strongly
believe that positive approaches, including sex-positive criminology, have much to contribute to

successful offender rehabilitation and re-entry.
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Phases of (After)Care:
A Reflexive Thematic Analysis of How Fist-Fuckers Understand Aftercare
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ABSTRACT

In kink scenes, aftercare prioritizes partner wellbeing post-play, particularly in scenes of edge-
play like fist-fucking. This study examines how care is understood within aftercare rituals
among 24 cisgender gay men who fist-fuck. Using a reflexive thematic analysis, four themes
emerged: values, knowledge, roles, and practices of care. Guided by Tronto’s (1993) phases
of care framework, findings reveal that aftercare extends beyond risk mitigation to encompass
a multi-phase process of caring about, taking care of, caregiving, care receiving, and caring
with. The study underscores how aftercare is shaped by a communal ethics of care in concert
with individual needs and expectations.

Keywords: aftercare, fisting, kink, care, phases of care

Introduction

This study explores how care is understood within aftercare rituals among cisgender gay
men who fist-fuck. Anal fisting, sometimes referred to as fist-fucking or handballing, involves the
insertion of one or both hands, often extending beyond the wrist and occasionally reaching the
upper arm, into the anus and rectum in either solo or partnered scenes of play. Regarded as a form
of edge-play due to the intense physical and psychological demands it places on participants,
especially those in the receptive or bottoming role, fist-play requires a high level of technical skill,
mutual trust, and clear consensual negotiation. When not performed in this way, possible risks of
injury include tissue tearing, anal or rectal bleeding, rupturing of the colon, muscular strain, and
emotional fatigue or disorientation (Cappelletti et al., 2016; Silverstein & Picano, 2004; Sylla et
al., 2020), some of which may only become apparent hours or days after a scene has concluded.
Because of these risks, fisters have themselves stressed the importance of physical and emotional
aftercare, both in the immediate aftermath of a scene and in the days that follow, as a vital practice
for safeguarding physical wellbeing, emotional recovery, and intimate connection (Shockey,
2009).

Aftercare
In kink communities, aftercare refers to a set of practices that attend to the emotional,
psychological, and physical needs of one or more partners following a scene. These practices vary

depending on the type of kink, the intensity of the scene, and the preferences of those involved,
but often include check-ins, cuddling, hydration, verbal reassurance, attending to minor injuries,
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or simply sharing a quiet space (McCartney, 2022). Aftercare is typically provided by the topping
or dominant partner in recognition of the bottoming or submissive partner’s physical and emotional
vulnerability following the rigors of play. However, it is not a singular or uniform act. Rather,
aftercare is a collaborative and negotiated process shaped by the dynamics of the scene, the
relational history between partners, and individual needs. For some, this may mean minimal
contact or solitude, while for others it may involve extended physical or emotional support. While
aftercare is generally regarded by kink practitioners as a crucial component in bringing scenes to
a close, its role extends beyond post-scene protocol. It functions not only as a means of physical
and emotional recovery, but also as a site for reinforcing consent, recognizing boundaries, and
affirming intimate partner commitments (Stein, 2021). With that said, not all kink scenes end with
aftercare, and not all kinksters desire or require aftercare following a scene.

Despite its centrality in many kink practices, aftercare remains underexplored in empirical
scholarship. Existing research on aftercare has primarily emerged from qualitative studies of
BDSM (Bondage, Discipline, Dominance, Submission, Sadism, and Masochism). Holt’s (2016)
qualitative ethnographic study, involving interviews with 22 BDSM participants in the United
States (U.S.), found that all participants considered aftercare essential to a positive play experience.
Similarly, Fuentes’ (2019) U.S.-based study reported that the majority of their 11 participants rated
aftercare as mostly to largely important in their lives. Fuentes also identified three core forms of
aftercare: physical affection, verbal affirmation, and acts of service such as bringing food and
water, offering a blanket, or minor medical attention, if necessary.

Other studies have examined the gendered dynamics of aftercare. Schorstein’s (2022)
interviews with seven BDSM practitioners in Germany highlighted how aftercare can facilitate the
enactment of a more caring style of masculinity. More recently, Mercer’s (2024) study, based on
interviews with 40 cisgender, transgender, and non-binary BDSM practitioners, found that the
impression management entailed in aftercare practices were often shaped by prevailing gender
discourses. Cisgender men were frequently motivated to practice aftercare in ways that challenged
stereotypes of male violence, while cisgender women tended to frame their aftercare practices as
extensions of culturally reinforced caregiving roles.

This small body of research offers valuable insight into the therapeutic and relational
dimensions of aftercare, including its psychological benefits and its function in emotional
recalibration. Importantly, these studies also highlight how kink and BDSM communities actively
practice care, challenging mainstream misconceptions that frame kink as inherently violent.
However, much of the existing literature tends to take the notion of care as self-evident, without
explicitly examining how care itself is constructed, understood, and negotiated by kink
practitioners in the context of aftercare. Although prior research on communities of gay men who
fist-fuck has highlighted the value of care to their kinky identities and practices (Martin, 2023,
2024, 2025a), aftercare as a distinct post-play ritual has not yet been examined. This study
addresses that gap by asking: How do gay fist-fuckers understand care within their rituals of
aftercare?
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Theorizing Care and Caring: The Ethics, Phases, and Elements of Care

Care has long been considered a fundamental component of healthy and adaptive human
life and social relationships. This study draws on Tronto’s (1993, 1998, 2005, 2013, 2015) political
and ethical theory of care to interpret how fist-fuckers understand care within their rituals and
practices of aftercare. Fisher and Tronto (1990, p. 40, quotations original) define care as:

A species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and
repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes
our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in
a complex, life-sustaining web.

In framing care this way, Tronto moves beyond narrow understandings of care as self-
directed or individualistic, positioning it instead as a relational, interdependent, and ethically
complex practice embedded in the fabric of social life and relations.

Tronto (1993, 2013) formulates care as a multifaceted process that is constituted through
five interrelated phases. The first, caring about, involves recognizing that someone has a need for
care and assessing its significance. The second, taking care of, entails assuming responsibility for
that need and deciding how to respond. The third, caregiving, refers to the direct provision of care
through physical or emotional actions. The fourth, care receiving, centers on the recipient’s
response to whether the care is accepted, effective, or in need of adjustment. The fifth phase, caring
with, extends care into the collective and political realm, emphasising the importance of trust,
mutual respect, and justice in creating the conditions under which care can be sustained. While the
first four phases form a cyclical process of responsive care, the fifth phase establishes the collective
social and cultural foundations of care through trust and solidarity. Furthermore, across Tronto’s
framework, they identify key elements of an ethics of care that emerge within each phase:
attentiveness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness, and solidarity.

For the purposes of this study, Tronto’s model is particularly useful for understanding
aftercare not merely as a set of post-scene protocols, but as a negotiated and evolving process that
is felt, communicated, and contested within both subcultural and personal ethics of care. Moreover,
their framework enables an exploration of aftercare beyond individualised expressions of care,
such as personal style or preference, by foregrounding the relational dynamics embedded within
communities of kinked identity and play.

Method
Study Design

Weeks (1985) argues that “sexuality is as much about words, images, ritual and fantasy as
it is about the body: the way we think about sex fashions the way we live it” (p. 3). This perspective
reflects a constructivist and interpretivist epistemological stance, which underpinned the
exploratory qualitative design of the present study. This approach assumes that reality is socially
constructed and that knowledge is co-created through the subjective, situated interpretations of
both participants and myself as the researcher (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013). This orientation
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also aligns with the use of a reflexive thematic analysis, which foregrounds the researcher’s active
and interpretive role in meaning-making.

In the context of interpretive research, interviews serve as a means of exploring how
“individuals knit their own conceptions together and put them to use” (Soss, 2006, p. 146) as they
articulate their understandings of themselves, others, and the world. This study employed semi-
structured individual interviews to capture participants’ interpretations of aftercare practices
within fist-play, allowing for an in-depth exploration of how fist-fuckers understand care within
their aftercare rituals and, in so doing, how these understandings shape the practices which
constitute their aftercare.

A purposive convenience sampling strategy was used to recruit participants for this study.
Potential participants were identified through a network of contacts established from previous
research projects involving fisters (Martin, 2020, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025a, 2025b, in press). These
contacts were asked to assess interest within their respective playmate networks and refer me to
individuals who expressed a willingness to participate. On contact with a prospective participant,
| evaluated their suitability for enrolment against the inclusion criteria for the study. To be eligible
for participation, individuals had to meet the following criteria: (1) be 18 years of age or older, (2)
self-identify as a fister, (3) have participated in at least two separate in-person fist-play scenes with
different playmates, and (4) have provided or received aftercare in at least two separate in-person
fist-play scenes with different playmates. | considered the latter two criteria important to ensure
that participants had at least more than a single experience of fist-play and aftercare, allowing them
to reflect on their practices from a more informed perspective.

Researcher Reflexivity

According to Robinson et al. (2025, p. 4), reflexive thematic analysis “embraces the
researcher’s subjectivity as a resource for research” and considers the researcher to play a central
and active role in shaping the analysis and its outcomes. | chose this approach precisely because
of the personal circumstances from which this project emerged.

Some time ago, | reached out to a former partner with whom | had previously shared an
intimate play experience, hoping we might reconnect. While 1 had held a fond memory of our time
together, it soon became clear that these sentiments were not entirely shared. The partner declined
the invitation to play again, explaining that they had felt | had not adequately attended to their
aftercare needs following our most recent encounter, particularly in failing to check-in during the
days that followed.

Admittedly, my initial response to this feedback was to rationalise my neglect. At the time,
I had become absorbed in data analysis for another project and allowed myself to be consumed by
it. This reaction was mixed with defensiveness. | told myself that this partner wasn’t an academic
and therefore could not understand the pressures of what it means to be an emerging scholar. These
pressures are shaped by the persistent demand to produce research outputs, with the motto ‘publish
or perish’ constantly looming in the background. The kinds of tensions between academic
productivity and personal responsibility are certainly not unique to me and have been noted in
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recent literature on the experiences of emerging and young scholars working at universities (see
Mutongoza, 2023).

Yet, in the wake of my initial emotional response and through the grace and forgiveness
afforded to me by this partner, | came to accept that | had misread the moment. | had neglected
personal and intimate commitments in favour of work, my career, and, most significantly, | had
failed to see, understand, and meet the care that was needed from me.

Being confronted with one’s shortcomings in intimate encounters is rarely easy. In the
months that followed, | sat with that discomfort, cycling through reflection, regret, self-doubt, and
a growing awareness of the ways in which the intimate needs of a partner can never be taken for
granted. This experience became the founding catalyst for the present study. It grew into a sincere
desire to better understand how care is understood, negotiated, practiced, or, as in my case,
sometimes missed altogether.

In this regard, | align with Bozalek and Zembylas’s (2016) critique of conventional
reflexivity as a disembodied, distanced practice that “remains fundamentally an inner mental
activity in which the researcher supposedly takes a step back and reflects at a distance from the
outside of the data ... [presupposing] an ‘I’ who is different and exterior” (p. 6, quotations
original). Instead, in opting for a reflexive thematic analysis, | have sought to acknowledge that
the analytical work of this study was never going to be conducted at arm’s length, but from within
a network of intimately lived experiences, erotic entanglements, and ongoing commitments to
learning how to care more responsibly.

This study therefore represents both an intellectual and an intimate project. It is an attempt
to contribute meaningfully to knowledge about aftercare in kink communities, while also
reckoning with my own failures of care. It is a gesture of accountability, of inquiry, and of care in
its own right, that is to say, an effort not only to better understand how others make sense of
aftercare, but to do justice to the complexity, vulnerability, and ethical depth that such care
demands.

Participants

A total of 24 cisgender gay men aged 30 to 62 participated in the study (see Table 1; M =
42.83 years of age). The sample was comprised of participants living in different countries,
including the USA (8), Germany (4), the UK (4), Australia (4), Canada (2), and Japan (2). The
self-reported duration of involvement in fisting ranged from 10 to 30 years (M = 17.58 years). In
terms of fist-play position preference, the majority identified as completely versatile (CV; 11),
while the remaining participants identified as versatile-bottom (VB; 6), total bottom (TB; 4), and
versatile-top (VT; 3).

Procedure
Guided by the overarching research question, the interview schedule was structured to

explore how participants conceptualise care within rituals of aftercare. Specific topics included
how they understand and articulate the concept of care in the context of kink (e.g., “What does the
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idea of care mean to you in the context of aftercare?”), the specific practices they associate with
giving and receiving care (e.g., “Can you describe some of the ways you give or receive care after
a scene?”), the perceived functions of these practices in mitigating risk and promoting wellbeing
(e.g., “In your experience, how does aftercare contribute to your overall wellbeing or help manage
any risks involved in play?”), and how these experiences of care may differ depending on the
playmate or scene (e.g., “Have you noticed differences in aftercare practices depending on who
you’re playing with or the type of play involved?”). While this guide provided a degree of
consistent structure across the interviews, flexibility was exercised in probing participants’
experiences.

Each interview began with an overview of the study’s purpose, a summary of my ethical
commitments to the participant, and an opportunity for participants to ask any clarifying questions
before proceeding. | conducted all the interviews online and in English. The interviews were audio-
recorded with participant consent and lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Self-reported number of  Preferred position

Participant Age  Country of residence years involved in fisting for play
P1 32 Germany 10 B
P2 42 UK 23 VB
P3 38 UK 10 Cv
P4 30 Australia 10 CVv
P5 56 Australia 30 VT
P6 47 Germany 15 CVv
P7 37 Germany 12 Cv
P8 62 USA 20 CVv
P9 35 Japan 13 Ccv
P10 45 Canada 15 CVv
P11 40 Australia 20 VB
P12 53 USA 28 VB
P13 57 USA 30 VT
P14 36 UK 12 CVv
P15 47 USA 14 B
P16 38 USA 18 CVv
P17 39 USA 16 VB
P18 43 Germany 20 CVv
P19 32 Australia 10 B
P20 52 USA 25 VB
P21 43 Canada 20 Ccv
p22 35 UK 11 CVv
P23 30 Japan 10 B
P24 59 USA 30 VB
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Ethics

Prior to commencing with the recruitment of participants, ethical approval was received
from the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Pretoria
(Reference: HUMO002/0124).

Data Analysis

The interview data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the six-
phase approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2019, 2021a): familiarisation with the data; coding;
generating initial themes; reviewing and developing themes; refining, defining, and naming
themes; and writing up. This process began with repeated readings of the transcripts to ensure
familiarity with the data, after which initial codes were generated inductively. Using the NVivo 14
software package to manage the data analysis, codes were developed to capture salient features
related to participants’ understandings and practices of care. These codes were then grouped into
preliminary sub-themes and subsequently refined into four main themes (see Table 2): (1) values
of care, (2) knowledge and skills of care, (3) roles of care, and (4) practices of care.

As Braun and Clarke (2021b) emphasise, coding and thematic development in reflexive
thematic analysis is “an inherently subjective process, one that requires a reflexive researcher —
who strives to reflect on their assumptions and how these might shape and delimit their coding”
(p. 39). Perhaps owing to the personal circumstances that gave rise to the present study, this
subjectivity became particularly evident in the early stages of familiarising myself with the
transcripts and making initial notes for possible codes. | noticed a tendency to over-emphasise
themes of emotional failure, misattunement, and unmet needs, while under-noting the broader
spectrum of pragmatic, routinised, or mutually affirming understandings and experiences of care.
Awareness of this prompted a deliberate return to and re-reading of the transcripts in an effort to
broaden and balance the coding framework, allowing for a more inclusive representation of the
ways participants articulated and enacted care.

Results

The results presented here include four main themes, each of which include two sub-
themes. The first theme, values of care, includes personal values, such as empathy and
responsibility, and communal values, which reflect shared norms and ethical expectations within
kink communities. The second theme, knowledge and skills of care, encompasses learning through
mentorship, community engagement, and experience, and application and Etiquette, referring to
how this knowledge is enacted during aftercare. The third theme, roles of care, comprises top and
bottom roles, which shape expectations of responsibility, and role contestations, highlighting
tensions and negotiations around care duties. The final theme, practices of care, includes generally
expected practices, such as emotional check-ins and physical support, and scene and partner-
specific practices, which involve tailoring care to individual needs and the specifics of the scene.
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Table 2. Codes, Sub-themes, and Main Themes
Codes n of participants Initial sub-themes Final sub-themes Main themes

contributing to code

(N=24)
Personal qualities 20 Personal qualities Personal values Values of care
Ethical 10
considerations
Partner support 11 Shared Values Communal values
Relationship 16
building
Community norm 21
Community 12 Knowledge Learning Knowledge and
workshops acquisition and skills of care
skills development
Learning from 14
mentors
Self-education 15
Experiential learning 18
Practice and 10
rehearsal
Etiquette 13 Protocol adherence  Application and
etiquette
Rituals 12
Communication 15 Respect for partners
strategies
Safety protocols 14
Power dynamics 10
Roles 18 Top roles and Top and bottom Roles of care
bottom roles roles
Negotiation 24 Role duties and
expectations
Consent 20
Disputes 10 Conflicting Role contestations
expectations
Boundary setting 19
Standard practices 18 Common aftercare Generally expected  Practices of care
(physical, practices practices
emotional,
relational)
Safety checks 14 Safety measures
Injury care 10 Risk reduction
Partner-specific 12 Diversity of care Scene and partner-
adjustments needs specific practices
Play/scene-specific 10 Customizing
needs aftercare
Tailored aftercare 9
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Theme 1: Values of Care
Sub-Theme 1.1: Personal Values

Participants emphasised that care was something deeply rooted in one’s personal
disposition and emotional orientation toward others. Empathy, respect, and attunement were
described as foundational and often ‘innate’ character traits that underpinned one’s ability to
engage meaningfully in aftercare. These qualities were often framed as preconditions for becoming
a fister, being a member of the community, and intuiting the care needs of one’s playmate:

To really care for someone, you’ve got to have it in you already. But I think all
fisters already have that quality or we probably wouldn’t last too long in this
community anyway. | think it’s pretty much baked in before we even come into the
community. (P7, 37, CV)

Empathy, accountability, respect. Those are basic ingredients. ... If you’re not
someone who naturally thinks about how your play affect others, aftercare is just
going to feel like a chore, it’s not going to come naturally. (P14, 36, CV)

The way | see it, care is about being able to recognise when someone is vulnerable
and knowing how to respond, sometimes without even being asked. It’s a gut-level
ability to read people and genuinely want to do right by them. (P1, 32, TB)

Sub-Theme 1.2: Communal Values

In contrast to the view of care as solely rooted in personal disposition, many participants
described care as grounded in shared, communal values. Communal values emerged through the
shared expectations, norms, and ethics within the fisting community. Aftercare was seen as a
socialised practice, embedded in a culture of care among fist-fuckers that prioritizes trust,
reciprocity, and responsibility.

In this community, care is in everything. Aftercare is not different. It’s something
you learn to value because it’s expected of everyone. (P9, 35, CV)

The community teaches you that aftercare isn’t separate from play. It’s a
continuation of it. The care you show your partner during play carries over into
aftercare, reinforcing trust and the shared commitment to looking out for each other.
(P16, 38, CV)

Initially, aftercare might feel like something you have to do, but that changes as
you spend more time in the community, especially when you’re playing with
friends and building connections beyond the scene. It becomes something you want
to do because your playmates are people you care about. (P22, 35, CV)
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Theme 2: Knowledge and Skills of Care
Sub-Theme 2.1: Learning

Participants frequently referred to learning about care as a gradual and situated process,
shaped by personal experience, mentorship, and observation. This form of experiential learning
was seen as essential to developing both the knowledge (what care involves and why it matters)
and the skills (how and when to provide it) that underpin aftercare etiquette. Many noted that
developing skill in care was integral to becoming a responsible playmate:

The best way to understand the importance of aftercare is to have bottomed and felt
the need for it firsthand. (P20, 52, VB)

My mentor taught me a scene isn’t over until both partners feel fully grounded and
safe. It made me realise that learning about how to practice aftercare was part of
learning how to play fully and completely. (P12, 53, VB)

Watching other guys handle aftercare was a real eye-opener. There’s so much
nuance and it’s so intimate. Small things you don’t think about until you see it done
well. | started paying attention to how they’d talk, how they’d hold their partner,
and the kinds of questions they’d ask. It was a lesson in how to properly care. (P5,
56, VT)

Some participants reflected that the process of learning to care had evolved through both
successes and failures. One participant recalled a pivotal moment of candid feedback that shifted
their understanding of the importance of aftercare:

A playmate pulled me aside and said, “You’re great at the play, but pretty terrible
at everything that comes after and that’s going to bite you.” It was a wakeup call
for me for me take my aftercare seriously. (P19, 32, TB)

Sub-Theme 2.2: Application and Etiquette

Beyond learning, participants highlighted the importance of how care was ultimately
enacted. References to the tone, timing, and responsiveness of care all shaped the specific decisions
made in the application and etiquette of care. Attending to a partner’s needs required not just good
intentions but attunement and flexibility:

Etiquette in aftercare isn’t just about asking, “Are you okay?” It’s about making
your partner feel seen and validated. Sometimes that means holding them; other
times, it’s just sitting quietly and being present. It’s about seeing what they need.
(P23, 30, TB)

Before a scene, you need to check in and make sure you know what [your playmate]

wants. Some guys need to be left alone; others want to be held and reassured.
Respecting and honouring those preferences is crucial. (P14, 36, CV)
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For me, aftercare is about creating a calm, safe space after intense play. | lay down
blankets, get water, and keep my voice low. That way we can ease back into reality.
(P18, 43, CV)

Theme 3: Roles of Care
Sub-Theme 3.1: Top and Bottom Roles

For the most part, many participants described their understanding of care as a
responsibility that was typically associated with specific kink roles and preferences in play,
particularly those of top and bottom. It was not uncommon, as P10’s transcript extract highlights,
for these responsibilities to be explicitly articulated as a ‘job’, ‘duty’, or ‘task’ that was part of
what it meant to play as a top or bottom. While the expectations of each of these roles varied, there
was a shared understanding that bottoms were especially vulnerable post-play and may require
more immediate physical and emotional support to recover from the scene and/or headspace:

The top’s job is to ensure their bottom feels taken care of. When | bottom, | need
my top to stay present until | feel like I’m back to myself. 1t’s a vulnerable space to
be in. (P10, 45, CV)

After a really intense scene, sometimes | can barely walk straight. Everything feels
tender, and getting up to go to the bathroom or even to get a glass of water can be
a challenge. That’s when | need my top to stay close, to help me move around, to
steady me if I’m shaky. It’s not just about the physical support. It’s about feeling
like I’m not being left to fend for myself. (P21, 43, CV)

At the same time, effective care was seen as relational, requiring input and communication
from both partners. For P16, this meant that bottoms must also take responsibility for developing
an awareness of what their specific care needs may be and, in turn, expressing these candidly to
the topping playmate:

A top can’t just assume what a bottom will need. They have to ask, but it’s a two-
way street. These roles fit together. The bottom has a responsibility to be open and
honest in communicating what they need. (P16, 38, CV)

Sub-Theme 3.2: Role Contestations

While roles often shaped the expectations and practices of care, participants also
highlighted moments of ambiguity, contestation, and negotiation around who was responsible for
care. Several participants challenged the assumption that tops are solely responsible for aftercare
and emphasised the need for the mutual recognition and responsiveness to other’s care needs in
the wake of play. These accounts reflected the dynamic and evolving nature of play roles and that
role rigidity in approaching aftercare could create misunderstandings or tension among the
participating playmates:
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Sometimes the lines around [aftercare] responsibilities blur. Is it always the top’s
job? What if the bottom has specific needs they didn’t communicate? Negotiating
those roles can be tricky, and that’s where misunderstandings arise. So, you can’t
be too rigid in how you approach [aftercare]. (P4, 30, CV)

Tops have needs too. Whether you’re topping or bottoming, you’re both people
first and you both have needs. I’m not saying tops should be neglectful and demand
things of a bottom who is not in the space to provide it. I’m just saying no partner
should neglect their other. (P22, 35, CV)

Theme 4: Practices of Care
Sub-Theme 4.1: Generally Expected Practices

Many participants described a set of widely accepted aftercare practices that were
considered orthodox within the fisting community. These included physical assessments (e.g.,
checking for injury, pain, or disorientation), emotional decompression (e.g., talking through the
scene, offering reassurance), and consistent follow-up after the scene had ended. While the specific
form these practices took varied, their presence was typically understood as part of the ritualised
gestures that conveyed care, reinforced trust, and helped ensure the possibility of future play.
Several participants referred to these acts as predictable, essential, and taken as a sign of a
competent and respectful partner. Although routinised, these practices were not viewed as
mechanical or superficial. Rather, they were described as meaningful expressions of attentiveness
and accountability:

I have a mental checklist I run through when | plan. Water, snacks, [and] a blanket.
These are what everyone expects and dropping the ball there could do some damage
to the opportunity to play again. (P2, 42, VB)

Some things are standard. Like checking for any physical damage and ensuring
they’re not disoriented. Are they in any pain or is there any bleeding? But you can’t
just focus on the physical. The emotional side is just as important. You need to
create a space to decompress, to talk about what went well and what didn’t. (P13,
57, VT)

For me, aftercare is about consistency. It’s not enough to do it once and forget about
it. | follow up the next day, checking in to ensure everything is still okay. It shows
that you care beyond the immediate moment. That brings closure to the scene and
reinforces that connection. (P24, 59, VB)

Sub-Theme 4.2: Scene and Partner-specific Practices
Finally, participants discussed the importance of tailoring practices of aftercare to the
specifics of the scene and the needs of their playmate. While some routines of care were widely

practiced, participants also described the need for adaptability, communication, and
responsiveness to the individual needs and desires of their scene partner:
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There’s no one-size-fits-all. What worked for one guy might not work for another,
so you have to stay open and adaptable. Aftercare is about learning how to read
different needs. Some guys need to be held; others need to be left alone. Some guys
will tell you outright and others might not always say so in words. It’s about
adapting aftercare to the vibe of the scene and the specific needs of your partner.
(P6, 47, CV)

Participants also emphasised the need to tailor aftercare practices in response to the specific
demands of more advanced or intense scenes of fist-play. These scenes, such as depth play, which
involves deeper internal penetration and a reduced capacity to detect injury, were described as
requiring heightened levels of care due to increased possibilities of risk:

You have to be able to change things up if the scene requires it. You can’t rinse and
repeat the same the stuff for a more advanced scene that you would do for regular
play. More intense play means a different level of care because the risks change.
(P11, 40, VB)

A significant element of adjusting and customising care to suit the specific needs of a
partner or the particular form of fist-play involved being receptive to a partner’s feedback about
the care being provided. However, as P20 noted, it was just as important that such feedback not be
received as personal criticism, but rather as a necessary part of learning how to care more
effectively:

If you’re just going through the motions you might find that you’re doing stuff that
might not be helpful. You’ve got to be open to feedback and don’t take that
feedback personal. (P20, 52, VB)

Discussion

This study set out to explore how gay fist-fuckers understand care within their aftercare
rituals. Through reflexive thematic analysis, the values, knowledge and skills, roles, and practices
of care were identified as core themes that constitute participants’ lived experience of aftercare. In
analysing these themes through Tronto’s phases and ethics of care, aftercare emerges not simply
as a strategy for physical and emotional recovery, but as a relational and ethical practice composed
of multiple, interrelated phases of care.

Participants’ accounts of care often began with a strong sense of attentiveness to the needs
of others, with many reflecting on the importance of recognizing when a partner was emotionally
or physically vulnerable following a scene. This recognition, which Tronto (1993, p. 106) refers
to as “caring about,” was framed both as a intrinsic personal disposition and a learned communal
value. The narratives presented here which emphasize empathy, respect, and the ability to attune
to another’s emotional or physical state as central to effective care, echo Martin’s (2025a) finding
that fisters often frame the needs and desires of their playmates as integral to the sexual subjectivity
of being a fister. Positioning care for others as foundational to both individual fisters and the
broader community reiterates the ways in which fisters resist dominant (mis)representations of
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fisting as inherently painful or violent. Importantly, this attentiveness was not only seen as an
individual moral quality but was also reinforced by a wider subcultural ethic that rendered care
normative and expected. In this way, the attentiveness that underpins Tronto’s notion of “caring
about” emerges not simply as a personal virtue but as a subculturally embedded practice cultivated
through communal norms.

The transition from recognizing a need for care to acting upon it reflects the phase Tronto
(1993, p. 106) describes as “taking care of.” Participants’ accounts revealed that learning to
provide care often involved mentorship, observation, and experiential trial and error. Acquiring
the emotional and practical skills necessary for aftercare was portrayed as a reflective and
intentional process requiring a willingness to take responsibility for a partner’s wellbeing. This
phase is closely tied to the ethical quality of responsibility, which Tronto associates with the
obligation to respond to recognized needs. Within this context, fisters appeared to actively
construct the figure of the responsible sexual subject as both an idealised fister and play partner,
one who embodies care, attentiveness, and ethical accountability during and after play. Drawing
on a Foucauldian lens of ethical subject formation, LeBlanc (2020, p. 77, quotations original)
argues that kinksters strive to become ethical actors by “tak[ing] into account everyone’s needs
and wants, and generally taking care to be a ‘good’ intimate partner. There is a ‘right’ way to
practice kink and be an ethical kinkster — behaving in ‘morally good’ ways and practicing ethical
intimacy.” For fisters, the responsibilisation of care functions as a moral imperative of ethical
intimacy within their sexual subculture. Adhering to this imperative, shapes how they come to see
both themselves and other fisters as a trustworthy, safe, and ethical playmate.

The enactment of care, or what Tronto (1993, p. 107) identifies as “care-giving,” was most
clearly reflected in participants’ accounts of both routine and improvisational practices of
aftercare. Much like Fuentes’ (2019) identification of three methods of aftercare (physical
affection, verbal affirmation, and acts of service), this study found that preparing comfort items,
checking for physical harm, and creating space for emotional decompression were integral
expressions of caregiving in aftercare. Mastering these practices mirror Newmahr’s (2010, p. 319)
observation that “learning to play centers not only around safety techniques, but around a complex
discourse of safety ... which includes emotional, physical and psychological safety.” Thus, the
knowledge of care needs and the ability to skilfully address these suggests that caregiving within
aftercare rituals is underpinned by a technical competence, that is to say, knowing what to do and
how to do it. Yet the caregiving of aftercare entails more than technocratic knowledge; it also
involves emotional labor that demands presence, tact, and responsiveness, particularly in the wake
of intense scenes. Crucially, this emotional labor does not begin with the act of caregiving itself
but originates in the attunement to or caring about a partner’s needs. Hochschild (2003, p. 72)
argues that “tuning into the experience of another ... takes a subtle and vital form of emotional
labor.” This labor continues in the assumption of responsibility for another’s needs (taking care
of) and in the reliable and competent enactment of care (care-giving). Participants’ emphasis on
adapting and adjusting practices of care, particularly in relation to more advanced or risky scenes,
underscored that caregiving is not merely procedural but profoundly relational, shaped by a
partner’s real-time responses. This highlights that fisters must not only be able to identify the level
of risk entailed in play and possess the technical skills to navigate it safely, but also demonstrate a
cultivated competence to care.
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The competence involved in caregiving is matched by an equally vital competence in
responsive care-receiving. This final phase, which Tronto (1993, p. 107) terms “care-receiving,”
centers on how care is recognized, accepted, and evaluated by the care recipient. It reflects the
moral quality of responsiveness, which Tronto associates with the capacity to register and adjust
to the feedback of those receiving care, particularly when care proves inadequate or ineffective.
While topping partners are often expected to “decipher ambiguous, conflicting or barely-visible
signals in order to avoid causing real damage to play partners, and to remain desirable as play
partners” (Newmahr, 2010, p. 321), this study found that care receivers (typically bottoming
partners) were also expected to competently express their needs, preferences, and emotional states.
In this context, care emerges as a relational practice co-constituted by both top and bottom through
mutual responsiveness, communication, and affective attunement. Although the needs of the
bottoming partner often guide the structure and form of aftercare, care is understood here as a
dynamic and reciprocal exchange. Within this exchange, role-specific expectations around giving
and receiving care can also become fluid: the physical and emotional needs of topping partners
may surface post-play, unsettling the assumption that care flows solely in one direction. As such,
the effectiveness of care hinges not only on the giver’s competence to provide it but equally on the
recipient’s ability to engage with, evaluate, and respond to care. Reciprocity lies at the heart of this
model: care becomes meaningful only through the active participation of both parties, with the
care recipient playing a crucial role in receiving, evaluating, and integrating care in ways that
mitigate their vulnerability.

Finally, although not included in their original four phases of care, Tronto (2013, p. 23)
later introduced “caring with” as a fifth phase, expanding the ethic of care to encompass the
collective, democratic, and just organization of care. In this sense, care is not understood solely as
an interpersonal exchange, but as embedded within broader networks of shared values and mutual
accountability that enable greater responsibility and capacity for care (Tronto, 2013). Across the
interviews in this study, aftercare was frequently described not simply as something that occurs
between scene partners, but as a subcultural responsibility shaped by communal norms and
expectations. Participants spoke of how community standards informed what counted as adequate
care, who was expected to provide it, and how ethical failures in care could impact one’s reputation
or desirability as a playmate. For the fisters in this study, caring with others meant upholding
shared norms around safety, consent, and accountability — norms that reinforced a sense of
belonging, solidarity, and communal identity. As Vivid et al. (2020) observe, a kinkster’s imagined
and actual sense of community connectedness, involvement, and recognition plays a significant
role in shaping how they understand their kink identity. In this way, aftercare functioned not only
as an intimate responsibility but also as a social commitment that sustained the trust, intimacy, and
ethical fabric of the fisting community.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study has shown that aftercare is a complex, relational, and ethically
significant practice among communities of gay men who fist-fuck. The values, knowledge and
skills, roles, and practices that inform fisters’ aftercare point to an understanding of care that is
simultaneously individual and communal, physical and emotional, discursive and material, as well
as both routine and improvised. By attending specifically to how participants understand and enact
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care, and by mapping these accounts onto Tronto’s phases and ethics of care, two insights
concerning aftercare emerge.

First, this study offers an account of aftercare that situates it within a queer, intimate ethics
of care that constitutes an “affective connective tissue” (Hobart & Kneese, 2020, p. 2) among and
between fist-fuckers. Here, care is responsive to vulnerability, shaped by the specificities of
intimate needs, and sustained through subcultural values, practices, and systems that prioritize
trust, mutuality, and communal solidarity. The care which underpins rituals of aftercare is therefore
not just geared toward facilitating physical or emotional safety after the intensities of fist-play, but
also about replenishing ethical relations of interdependence and shared responsibility within the
fisting community.

Second, the findings challenge prevailing and sometimes narrow framings of aftercare as
a standardized set of caregiving practices. Instead, this study demonstrates that aftercare is
embedded in a dynamic and iterative process underpinned by distinct yet interrelated phases of
care. Each phase, caring about, taking care of, caregiving, care-receiving, and caring with, offers
its own ethical demands, practical challenges, and moments of negotiation. Yet, taken together,
these phases highlight that aftercare does not mark the endpoint of play, but does itself constitute
an ongoing and collaborative process of kinky relational labor and “queer worldmaking” that
(re)creates kink-sustaining relationships grounded in mutual care (Zaino, 2003, p. 578).

Limitations and Future Research

The present study was not without limitations. While the present study focused specifically
on fist-fucking, the relational dynamics and ethics of care articulated here may have broader
relevance for aftercare practices in other BDSM or edge-play contexts. Future research might
usefully explore how these themes manifest across diverse kink communities.

Member checking or participant validation of the final thematic framework was also not
employed in this study. Although participant feedback can serve several important functions in
qualitative research (Thomas, 2017), it is not necessarily considered a marker of rigor within
reflexive thematic analysis, given the centrality of the researcher’s interpretive role in theme
development. However, opportunities for participants to reflect on and respond to the findings
might have offered additional insights, particularly in highlighting nuances or disagreements that
could further enrich the interpretation. This kind of participant feedback also plays a valuable
ethical role. In research with kink communities, whose practices and identities have historically
been pathologized, misunderstood, or sensationalized, creating opportunities for participants to
review and comment on the findings may serve as a form of epistemic justice. The absence of this
kind of participant input may constitute a limitation of the study design and findings.

Lastly, while all participants reported being comfortable conversing in English, one
participant (P9) noted upfront their concern about expressing their understanding of care in
English. They explained that, from the perspective of their Japanese culture and language, the
forms of interpersonal care practiced in aftercare rituals were, at least for them, understood to be
bound with ideas of respect which they felt were not so easily conveyed through the English term
‘care.” Tronto (1993, p. 103) asserts that “caring is largely defined culturally, and will vary among
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different cultures.” These kinds of culturally-specific ways of understanding care and aftercare
present an opportunity for future research. This is increasingly the case where the very language
employed by kink-identified people in places outside of the Anglophonic North and West may
portend very different meanings for the construction of kinky identity and practices.

Although there has been some emerging work on kink in non-Western contexts, Weinberg
(2023, p. 38) observes that “[w]e know little about BDSM in Global South countries or even if it
exists in those places.” The dominance of scholarship from the Global North and West underscores
the pressing need to explore non-Anglophonic and non-Western articulations of kink, particularly
in the Global East and South. In these contexts, the language, cultural scripts, and material
conditions surrounding kinky desire, identity, and community formation may carry distinct
meanings. Continuing to expand research in this direction would deepen our understanding of the
diverse and contextually situated ways in which kink is lived, negotiated, and made meaningful
across global geographies.
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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.

Keywords: sexual rights, digital sexuality, positive sexuality, sexual social media

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, | 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 (Spisék et al., 2021; see also Spisak, 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, 1 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, | 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 FetL ife, 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 (VihIman,
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 Spisak & 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 Spisék et al., 2021). The theoretical approach builds upon a sexual-rights-
based and queer-theory-informed understanding of sexuality, sex, and intimacy (Kismddi 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), | 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, | 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, |1 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, | 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. | 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 trolling?, ghosting? 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 Vihiman, 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

! 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 | 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 | 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 | 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 | am. Sexuality is vital to
me, as it should be for everyone. | 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/Ig
dynamic! 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. | 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 (VihIman, 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 &
Gomez 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 & Gémez 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 & Merildinen, 2007; Nielsen, Paasonen & Spisak, 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 | 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 | was talking about the curiosity and courage to be
on AS, it has helped me understand who | am. The fact that I’ve come to realize
who | am satisfies me. That 1’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, | ended up discussing with people, polls, blogs,
and meet-ups, through which | 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. 1t’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. |
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, | would probably be
in my own age bubble, but I’m not. | have friends and acquaintances all around
Finland, even though our life situations are different. | 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 collapse® in online environments (Duguay, 2016) and
adverse outcomes in case of an unwanted outing? (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, | 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

! Context collapse refers to the merging of distinct social groups into a single audience, especially on social media
platforms.

2 Quting 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 Spiséak, 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, | 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” (SpiSak 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, | have analyzed the felt significance of having the right to exist in a sex-
affirming online environment. Through an empirical investigation of Alastonsuomi.com, | 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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