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ABSTRACT  
  
Autistic individuals are frequently excluded from comprehensive, affirming sexuality 
education. Instead, prevailing models tend to emphasize risk, control, and pathologization, 
framing Autistic people as either sexually naïve or sexually deviant. This paper draws on 
findings from a community-based, participatory research project that co-developed and 
implemented arts-based sexuality education workshops with Autistic adults in Canada. 
Grounded in a sex-positive and crip-informed approach, the workshops invited participants to 
explore desire, attraction, and sexual self-image through creative and embodied activities. 
Using qualitative thematic analysis of participant reflections and artistic outputs, we examine 
how the workshops facilitated greater self-awareness, challenged internalized shame, and 
fostered more expansive understandings of sexuality. Participants reflected on negative prior 
experiences with formal sexuality education and shared how the workshop provided a rare 
opportunity to affirm their sexual agency and identities. Activities such as playdough 
sculptures, mirror work, flash writing, and music playlists were not only accessible and 
engaging but also created space for self-reflection, collective learning, and healing. Drawing 
on crip theory and Autistic perspectives, we argue for a shift away from deficit-based 
approaches toward models that celebrate neurodivergent ways of expressing and experiencing 
sexuality. Our findings demonstrate the transformative potential of co-created, inclusive 
sexuality education that centers pleasure, autonomy, and creative expression, positioning 
Autistic people not as passive recipients of knowledge but as co-educators and cultural 
producers in the reimagining of sexuality education. 
 
Keywords: Autism, sexuality education, desire, arts-based methods, crip theory 

 
Introduction 

 
Sexuality education for disabled and neurodivergent individuals is too often framed around 

risk: focusing on preventing forms of sexual abuse, sexually transmitted infections, and unplanned 
pregnancies (Estruch-García et al., 2025; Tidey et al., 2022; Turner & Crane, 2016). While safety 
and boundaries are certainly important, this risk-centric framing can inadvertently obscure the 
multifaceted intimate lives of disabled and neurodivergent people, including their capacity for 
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pleasure, desire, and self-exploration (Santinele Martino, 2024, 2025; Turner & Crane, 2016). 
Historically, much public and professional discourse on neurodiversity and sexuality has centered 
on deviance, ‘problematic behaviors,’ victimization, and de-sexualization (Barnett & Maticka-
Tyndale, 2015; Kizer, 2024; Maggio et al., 2022), with little attention to positive sexuality or erotic 
fulfillment (Kizer, 2024; Maggio, 2022; Santinele Martino et al., 2025).  

 
Sexuality is an important dimension of human experience (Goulden & Kattari, 2023; 

Pikkel, 2024), yet for Autistic individuals,1 it is often treated as either dangerous or irrelevant 
(Kizer, 2024). To date, most studies focused on sexuality often neglect the perspectives of Autistic 
people themselves, relying instead on parental or caregiver reports (Maggio et al., 2022). 
Moreover, traditional sexuality education rarely reflects the lived realities of Autistic individuals, 
including diverse gender identities, sensory sensitivities, and communication styles, leaving them 
with few opportunities to explore sexuality in ways that feel authentic or affirming (Davies et al., 
2022; Santinele Martino et al., 2025; Santinele Martino et al., 2026). This is primarily because 
sexuality education is often developed with neurotypical learners in mind (Davies et al., 2022; 
Kizer, 2024). This has left a notable gap in acknowledging Autistic individuals as sexual beings 
with legitimate needs and desires beyond mere risk avoidance.  

 
Recent studies and Autistic-led initiatives have begun to challenge these deficit-based 

frameworks by calling for sexuality education that affirms disabled and neurodivergent people’s 
right to pleasure, intimacy, and agency (Santinele Martino, 2025; Santinele Martino & Tri, 2025). 
A sex-positive, crip and neurodiversity-affirming approach to sexuality education centers the needs 
and voices of disabled and neurodivergent people and emphasizes consent, mutuality, self-
understanding, and joy (Santinele Martino, Temple, & Eastman, 2024; Santinele Martino & Tri, 
2025). Rather than positioning disabled and neurodivergent people as passive recipients of 
instruction or as inherently risk-prone, such approaches view them as active agents capable of 
articulating and navigating their own sexual and relational lives (Santinele Martino & Tri, 2025). 

 
 In this paper, we share insights from a community-based, participatory research project 
aimed at co-developing inclusive sexuality education content for and with Autistic adults. Our 
project was informed by crip theory (McRuer, 2006), disability justice (Sins Invalid, n.d.), and a 
commitment to participatory ethics (Hughes & Santinele Martino, 2023). From our larger study, 
for this paper, we focus specifically on one of the arts-based workshops with Autistic adults, which 
was dedicated to exploring desire, attraction, and sexual self-image. This workshop invited 
participants to engage with their desires—not just in the abstract, but through embodied, creative, 
and playful modalities including art, music, and sensory-based reflection. Importantly, taking a 
“crip” lens to sexuality education (Campbell et al., 2020; Santinele Martino, Temple, & Eastman, 
2024) meant that this was not simply a project about teaching Autistic individuals. It was also 
about learning from and with them—unsettling dominant sexual scripts (Simon & Gagnon, 2003) 
that prioritize neurotypical norms, and making space for alternative, expansive, and sometimes 
unruly expressions of desire and intimacy. By centering Autistic voices and experiences, we 
collectively reimagined what sexuality education can look like when it affirms difference, resists 

 
1 In this project, we use identity-first language (Autistic people), capitalizing Autistic to affirm it as a valid and valued 
identity. This choice reflects the preference expressed by participants in our study. However, we acknowledge that 
language preferences vary, and some individuals may prefer person-first language (people with autism). We respect 
the right of all individuals to define themselves in the terms that feel most affirming to them.  

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211
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pathologization, and embraces pleasure and desire as a generative sites of knowledge. Our findings 
suggest that such approaches can foster affirmation, agency, and joy, offering a transformative 
alternative to conventional models of sexuality education that remain entrenched in 
pathologization and protectionism. 
 
Background: The Need for Sex-Positive Education 
 

Autistic individuals report similar levels of sexual interest, desire, and romantic longing as 
non-autistic individuals (Joyal et al., 2021; Kellaher, 2015; Sala et al., 2020a). Many actively seek 
different forms of relationships, intimacy, and sexual connection. However, many Autistic people 
report having limited knowledge about sexuality (Joyal et al., 2021). In addition, their access to 
affirming and comprehensive sexuality education remains limited, inconsistent, and often 
inadequate (Burke et al., 2019; Davies et al., 2022; Hannah & Stagg, 2016). Much of the existing 
sexuality education available to Autistic individuals, when it exists at all, tends to focus narrowly 
on biological reproduction, hygiene, or danger avoidance (Sala et al., 2019; Santinele Martino & 
Tri, 2025). As studies suggest, while Autistic people often possess some understanding of 
biological aspects of sexual health comparable to non-autistic people, they typically have less 
knowledge about other dimensions of sexuality, such as navigating intimate relationships and 
understanding sexual identity (Dekker et al., 2017; Mogavero & Hsu, 2020). This creates 
significant gaps in knowledge about consent, pleasure, communication, and emotional 
connection—topics that are essential for navigating sexuality across the lifespan (Kohn et al., 
2023).  

 
 Autistic adults consistently describe feeling unprepared for relationships and intimacy 
because of these educational gaps. They report a lack of age-appropriate, relevant, and inclusive 
information, leading many to seek guidance from online communities, social media, pornography, 
and peer networks (Kizer, 2024; Maggio et al., 2022; Santinele Martino et al., 2026). However, 
without formal education, many are left navigating these spaces with little critical support, 
increasing the risk of misinformation and internalized stigma. These limitations are compounded 
for those who are also part of 2SLGBTQ+ communities, whose identities are rarely reflected in 
mainstream curricula (Santinele Martino et al., 2024; Santinele Martino et al., 2025). A study by 
Santinele Martino and colleagues (2024), for example, found that 2SLGBTQ+ Autistic and 
developmentally disabled adults often turn to platforms such as Tumblr, TikTok, and Discord in 
search of what participants described as “queer education”—resources that resonated more with 
their lived experiences than traditional sex ed. These online spaces were crucial not only for 
learning about sexual health and gender identity, but also for fostering self-understanding, 
community belonging, and identity affirmation.  
 
Theoretical Framework 
 

Disability studies scholars have long critiqued the “missing discourse of pleasure” in 
disability and sexuality scholarship (Loeser et al., 2018; Santinele Martino, 2024, 2025; Tepper, 
2000; Turner & Crane, 2016). Within this body of research, scholars such as Loeser, Pini, and 
Crowley (2018), Tepper (2000), and Turner and Crane (2016) have noted that conversations about 
sexuality for disabled individuals are overwhelmingly shaped by themes of risk, control, and de-
sexualization. Rarely are Autistic individuals positioned as sexual agents with the capacity for 

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211
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erotic autonomy, joy, and complex emotional intimacy (Kizer, 2024). As Santinele Martino (2024) 
argues, frameworks that neglect pleasure and agency not only reproduce ableism but also fail to 
capture the fullness of disabled people’s sexual lives.  

 
 Sex-positive and pleasure-inclusive education offers a powerful alternative. It expands the 
focus beyond disease prevention or behavioral training to promote agency, well-being, informed 
decision-making, body autonomy, and the right to experience sexual fulfillment in ways that are 
affirming and self-determined (Harden, 2014; van Ditzhuijzen & Overeemm, 2025). This model 
does not ignore risk but instead situates safety within a broader framework of empowerment, 
acknowledging that everyone has the right to access accurate, inclusive, and pleasure-affirming 
information. When applied to Autistic communities, sex-positive education must also be 
neurodiversity-affirming, recognizing that Autistic people may engage with relationships, bodies, 
and sensory experiences in ways that differ from neurotypical norms, but are no less valid or 
deserving of respect.  
 
 Crip theory offers a critical lens through which to understand the urgency of this shift. 
Scholars such as McRuer (2006) and Kafer (2013) have argued that disabled individuals are 
structurally excluded from full sexual subjectivity—that is, from the cultural, political, and 
material recognition of their sexual lives. This exclusion is produced and reinforced by institutional 
structures, including education. From a “crip” perspective, sex-positive education is not just about 
access to information but about disrupting dominant norms of sexuality that privilege neurotypical, 
heterosexual, non-disabled expressions of desire (Campbell et al., 2020; Santinele Martino, 
Temple, & Eastman, 2024). Importantly, recent scholarship also calls for participatory approaches 
that engage Autistic individuals not as passive recipients of education but as co-creators of 
knowledge (Santinele Martino & Tri, 2025; Santinele Martino et al., 2025). This involves centering 
lived experience, co-designing learning tools, and using creative modalities—such as art, 
storytelling, and music—that better align with Autistic ways of knowing and expressing (Santinele 
Martino & Tri, 2025). These approaches are not only more inclusive, but also more effective, as 
they validate Autistic people’s expertise about their own bodies, desires, and relationships 
(Santinele Martino & Tri, 2025). Importantly, some studies have explored the potential of parent-
led or parent-mediated sexuality education initiatives, highlighting the valuable role that parents 
can play as allies in this work (Cosgrove et al., 2024; Publiese et al., 2020). These approaches 
suggest that when properly supported, parents can help foster more affirming and accessible 
conversations about sexuality with their Autistic children. 
 

Taken together, the existing literature highlights the urgent need to move beyond 
pathologizing models of sexuality education for Autistic people. A sex-positive, crip-informed, and 
participatory framework offers an alternative grounded in affirmation, agency, and pleasure—a 
framework that recognizes Autistic people as complex, desiring, and relational beings. It is within 
this transformative context that our study is situated. 

 
Methodology 

 
This study was guided by a participatory, arts-based methodology informed by crip theory 

and disability justice principles. These frameworks emphasize the importance of centering lived 
experience, challenging normative assumptions about bodies and communication, and co-

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211
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producing knowledge in ways that are accessible, relational, and justice-oriented. Our research 
team included disabled, neurodivergent, and queer members, and the project was co-designed with 
an advisory board of Autistic adults, who played an active role in shaping research questions, 
reviewing activity plans, and offering feedback throughout the process. This collaboration was 
essential to ensuring that our methods were not only inclusive but meaningfully responsive to the 
needs and preferences of Autistic participants. 

 
 We hosted a series of three in-person workshops, held at a local organization that provides 
services to Autistic individuals. The setting was carefully chosen for its accessibility features, 
including a quiet sensory room, flexible lighting, soft seating, and ample space for movement. 
Workshops were co-facilitated by the lead researcher, a neurodivergent artist, and two 
undergraduate research assistants. Each session lasted approximately two hours and included a 
combination of group discussion, guided creative exercises, and individual reflection time. 
Materials were provided in plain language and multiple formats (e.g., written, visual, and oral) to 
accommodate different processing and communication styles. Participants were invited to engage 
in whichever way felt most comfortable to them, including through speaking, writing, drawing, or 
using assistive communication. 
 
 The workshop highlighted in this paper focused on the themes of desire, attraction, and 
embodiment. Seven Autistic adults (see Table 1 for demographic information) participated in a 
range of sensory-friendly and creative activities designed to foster self-expression and reflection, 
including playdough sculpture, mirror work, collaborative playlist creation, and multimodal 
artmaking. These exercises were intentionally designed to support embodied engagement and offer 
non-verbal avenues for exploring sexual subjectivity (see Table 2 for workshop activities and 
artistic modalities). Pseudonyms were selected by the research team and used to protect the 
participants’ identities. 
 

In addition to the workshops, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with each 
participant following the completion of the workshop series. Interviews ranged from 45 to 90 
minutes and were conducted in person or virtually, depending on participant preference. These 
interviews provided a space for participants to elaborate on their workshop experiences, share 
personal insights, and reflect on their sexual learning journeys. Interviews were audio-recorded, 
transcribed, and analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, with attention to both the content of 
participants’ narratives and the modes of expression they used (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Two 
research assistants used NVivo, a qualitative software, to interpret and assign meaning to the data. 
This process was an iterative hybrid approach, whereby a codebook was used for the initial 
deductive process, but emerging themes were created from inductive coding. The research 
assistants reviewed each other’s files, passing it to final review by the Principal Investigator. This 
project received ethics approval from the Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board at the University 
of Calgary (REB #24-1275).  

 
 Throughout the project, we prioritized accessibility and care. Participation protocols were 
flexible, allowing participants to opt in or out of activities, take breaks, or use alternative formats. 
Consent was treated as an ongoing, relational process rather than a one-time event, and participants 
were given the option to review, edit, or withdraw any part of their contributions. Participants 
received a $150 gift-card honorarium per workshop and a $40 gift card honorarium for 

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211
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participating in the follow-up interview. Participants’ parking and transit fares were also 
reimbursed. 
 
 
Table 1 – Participants’ Self-Identified Demographic Information 
 
Pseudonym Age Disability 

Labels 
Gender Pronouns Sexual 

Orientation 
Race Religion 

Alex 37 Complex 
learning 
disability, 
ADHD, and 
Autistic 

Woman She/Her Lesbian Mixed-
Race 

Non-
Religious 

Jordan 55 Autistic, 
ADHD, 
CPTSD, 
Depression, 
Anxiety, 
Celiac, 
Chronic 
pain 

Woman She/Her/ 
They/Them 

Greysexual 
Panromantic 

Sapphic-
Leaning 

White Agnostic 

Rowan 24 Autistic, 
Physically 
disabled 

Man He/Him Queer White, 
Non-
Status 
Métis 

Non-
Religious 

Quinn 20 Autistic, 
ADHD, 
Dysgraphia, 
Dyscalculia 

Genderqueer Any Attracted to 
Women 

White Non-
Religious 

Phoenix 56 Autistic, 
ADHD, 
Diabetes, 
Anxiety, 
Depression, 
Sensory 
sensitivities, 
Synesthesia, 
Sensory 
processing 
disorder 

Non-Binary He/Him/ 
They/Them 

Gynosexual, 
Panromantic 

White Pagan, 
Traditional 

Skyler 36 Autistic Non-Binary They/Them Attracted to 
Women 

White Non-
Religious 

Casey 42 Autistic, 
PTSD, 
ADHD 

Woman She/Her Two-
Spirited 

Métis Non-
Religious 

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211


Santinele Martino et al. – https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211  9 

Journal of Positive Sexuality, Vol. 12, No. 1, April 2026  ©2026 Center for Positive Sexuality 

Table 2 – Workshop Activities 
 

Activity Purpose Instructions Artistic Creations 

Playdough 
Sculptures of 
Desire 

This activity allowed 
participants to express 
erotic and relational 
desire in non-verbal, 
sensory ways, honoring 
neurodivergent modes of 
expression. 

Participants were invited 
to sculpt with playdough 
as a way to represent 
someone or something 
they find attractive, 
pleasurable, or 
comforting in the context 
of love or sex. 

Participants created a range 
of tactile sculptures that 
symbolized comfort, 
attraction, or erotic desire, 
offering insight into their 
intimate imaginaries. For 
example, one person 
sculpted a penis with cum 
coming out of it, another 
made three people cuddling 
in bed with a dog at the 
end, and someone else 
sculpted a vibrator (see 
Appendix 1 for images—
shared with participants’ 
permission). 

Mirror 
Reflections: 
Seeing 
Ourselves as 
Sexual Beings 

To encourage participants 
to reflect on their self-
image as sexual beings—
an opportunity rarely 
offered to Autistic people. 

Participants were given 
mirrors and prompted 
with the question: “How 
do you see yourself as a 
sexual being?” to spark 
self-reflection and 
conversation. With this in 
mind, they were given 
markers and encouraged 
to write or draw directly 
on the mirrors as a way to 
externalize their thoughts, 
feelings, or self-
perceptions related to 
sexuality and identity. 

Participants used markers 
to write or draw directly on 
the mirrors, creating a 
layered visual 
representation of self-
perception. Some wrote 
affirmations or words of 
empowerment, others 
sketched abstract shapes or 
their own faces, and several 
combined both text and 
drawing to reflect how they 
understand themselves as 
sexual beings. 

Sexy Song 
Playlist 

To create a relaxed, 
playful atmosphere and 
initiate conversation 
around desire.  

Prior to the session, 
participants submitted 
songs that made them feel 
sexy or desirable. A 
playlist was curated and 
played in the background 
during the session. 

The playlist itself became 
an artistic artifact, 
reflecting a diverse range 
of erotic imaginations, 
from Cardi B’s “WAP” to 
BTS’ “Singularity.”  

Artistic 
Reflections on 
Intimacy 

To affirm the diversity of 
desires, relational needs, 
and sexual identities 
among participants, 
resisting normative ideas 
of sexuality. 

Participants chose their 
preferred format 
(drawing, poetry, or 
storytelling) to express 
what desire, love, or sex 
means to them. 

Participants produced 
poems, sketches, and 
written narratives, many of 
which explored themes of 
shame and emotional 
connection. 

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1211
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Workshop Activities: Exploring Desire and Pleasure 
 

The goal of the workshop was to open up space for Autistic people to reflect on what they 
want, who they desire, and how they experience their own sexual selves. Our approach was rooted 
in several core principles: that desire is valid and varied; that everyone has the right to explore 
their own pleasure; and that there is no single way to be a sexual being. To create a space that 
embodied these values, we introduced a series of interactive, arts-based exercises. Table 2 provides 
more details about the workshop exercises. 
 

The arts-based activities included in the workshop were developed collaboratively, drawing 
on early input from the advisory group of Autistic adults. These discussions highlighted the 
importance of accessible, flexible, and creative methods that would resonate with diverse 
communication and sensory preferences. A neurodivergent artist, in collaboration with the rest of 
the research team, played a key role in refining and co-designing the activities. Each exercise was 
grounded in disability justice principles and aimed to foster safety, expression, and embodiment. 
Every activity was piloted by the research team prior to the workshops to ensure clarity, 
accessibility, and flow. In advance of each session, participants received a plain-language summary 
outlining the planned activities, allowing them to prepare and get a sense of what to expect. All 
participants took part in each workshop activity. Participation, however, was intentionally designed 
to be flexible and multimodal; individuals engaged in activities in ways that aligned with their 
communication preferences, sensory needs, and comfort levels (e.g., verbal discussion, writing, 
drawing, observation, or one-to-one engagement with facilitators). Throughout the project, the 
advisory group was kept informed of the workshop progress and provided feedback on both the 
content and delivery of each session. With participants’ consent, some of the artistic outputs—such 
as playdough sculptures, playlists, and visual art—were photographed or recorded, serving both 
as rich qualitative data and as tools for participant reflection during follow-up interviews. 

 
Findings: What We Learned from the Workshops 

 
The following themes emerged from our analysis of workshop activities and follow-up 

interviews with Autistic participants. These findings reflect not only the gaps and harms of past 
sexuality education but also the transformative potential of sex-positive, creative, and affirming 
approaches. Participants shared deeply personal reflections on shame, desire, identity, and self-
expression—revealing how inclusive spaces can foster empowerment, self-awareness, and 
renewed relationships with one’s sexual self. We organize the findings into three interrelated 
themes: negative experiences with prior sexuality education, reflections on shame and desire, and 
the ongoing practice of cultivating self-awareness and agency. 

 
Negative Experiences with Sexuality Education 
 

All participants described overwhelmingly negative experiences with formal sexuality 
education prior to participating in the workshops. Their accounts revealed a pattern of omission, 
shame, and stigma, not only in the content of the curriculum but also in its delivery. Many 
participants recalled being taught only the bare minimum, often framed around risk and danger, 
without addressing emotional, relational, or identity-based dimensions of sexuality.  
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Sexuality education, as several participants noted, was largely reduced to biological facts 
and warnings. Quinn described sexuality education as “very like baseline… not really going into 
anything other than just like, the absolute simplest things.” They further explained that these 
“simple” topics were “more like, the biological side, and nothing to do with like the societal or 
emotional side whatsoever.” Similarly, Casey characterized the curriculum as “basic, like STDs 
[sexually transmitted diseases] are bad with a bunch of pictures”—a description that underscores 
the fear-based approach taken by many schools. 

 
 That fear-based approach was most visible in how abstinence was emphasized as the 
default—often only—acceptable sexual script. Participants recalled being told not to have sex, 
rather than being taught how to navigate intimacy with care, consent, and agency. Rowan recalled: 
“Abstinence was the only thing it was taught other than passing remarks in school.” For Skyler the 
message was equally reductive: “In high school we talked about STIs [sexually transmitted 
infections] and ‘no sex is safe sex.’ Earlier than that, just like penis in vagina, that is sex, and that 
is about it. Mostly the topics I remember [were] don’t get pregnant.” 

 
Others recounted even more overtly moralistic tones, as with Jordan’s recollection: 

 
Basically, don’t touch one of the other sex, or don’t be alone with them, because 
you will deserve what you’re asking for. You’re basically asking for sexual assault 
by being with a member of the opposite sex and the onus was on the women to 
observe her chastity. So ridiculous. 
 

A key concern among participants was the near-total lack of representation. Participants described 
curricula that failed to reflect their identities as LGBTQ+ individuals or as neurodivergent people, 
leading to both disengagement and self-doubt. As Casey shared: 
 

I think it was unrelatable. I didn’t feel like it represented like, LGBTQ. I don’t think 
it represented women at all. I think like, to go further, it was like, literally, just like 
a yeah, just made me feel like, uncomfortable and awkward, like I said, I just didn’t 
really pay attention. 
 

Others took this lack of representation more personally, interpreting it as an invalidation of their 
existence. As Skyler reflected, “I didn’t see myself [represented]. And then, rather than say, oh, 
I’m not being seen, it was like, well, maybe something’s not right with me, or there’s no language 
or way to understand myself, not equipped.” The absence of inclusive narratives meant they lacked 
the language and tools to understand themselves, reinforcing feelings of difference and deficiency. 
For Rowan, growing up queer in a religious household, the silence around queer desire was 
coupled with outright misinformation: “I grew up in that religious household, and other than that, 
what I was exposed to was more like, like, gay means AIDS [acquired immunodeficiency 
syndrome], like that kind of thing. So, like, there was nothing that at the time, believed was positive 
to learn about that.” 
 

The erasure of queerness and neurodivergence intersected with an overarching atmosphere 
of stigma—one that extended beyond content and into classroom dynamics. Phoenix noted that: 
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“There was stigma, especially around things like sexualities and again, non-traditional 
heteronormative sex, [and] sexual quality.” Quinn, more bluntly, said: 

 
I’ve always felt very annoyed with sexual education. Like, I’ve talked to my friends 
on it for years about how much I despise it, because it’s just… it doesn’t tell you 
anything. And it’s a lot of that. It’s a lot of the like, shame ideals are really baked 
into it. 
 

This embedded shame extended to the very act of asking questions. Skyler recalled the use of 
anonymous question boxes in class, noting that it was “very taboo to even ask a question,” and 
that most students didn’t write anything “meaningful or any actual questions.” 
 

In some cases, the long-term effects of such stigma were profound. Jordan described their 
sexuality education experience as one of complete silence:  

 
My sex ed was basically non-existent. It was “Don’t touch.” My sex ed was so 
stigmatized that the teachers, my parents, my peers, and then, of course, myself and 
my partners, we were all embarrassed to speak words we didn’t have words to 
name, actions, emotions, and there was no consent, and it was pretty awful. 

 
This absence of language and open discussion meant that participants not only lacked information, 
but also the tools to advocate for themselves or understand their own desires. Skyler echoed this, 
reflecting on how their early experiences with sexuality education taught them to suppress 
themselves entirely: “What I learned was boys might like me. I don’t want boys to like me, so I 
should just avoid all boys and avoid being desirable.” 
 

Taken together, these reflections portray sexuality education as a space not of learning, but 
of constraint. Far from offering tools for understanding or navigating intimacy, it was a mechanism 
through which social norms were enforced, particularly around gender, sexuality, and 
neurotypicality. The erasure of diversity, coupled with an atmosphere of shame, left many 
participants feeling alienated, silenced, and deeply confused about their bodies, identities, and 
desires. 
 
Reflections on Shame and Desire 
 

A recurring theme to emerge from the workshops was the deep imprint of shame 
participants carried into the space—shame that was cultivated not just through abstinence-based 
curricula, but through broader societal silences, exclusions, and moral messages about sexuality. 
For many participants, the workshop provided one of the first opportunities to speak openly about 
shame and desire in a supportive and nonjudgmental environment. This process of naming and 
unpacking shame allowed participants not only to reflect, but also to begin rewriting internal 
narratives that had long shaped their understanding of themselves as sexual beings.  
 

As Casey puts it: “I really like the aspect where you guys, like, discuss shame, because I 
think it was important that it got brought up, just so that people are aware that, right, like it, it’s 
not just them.” Their statement highlights the isolating nature of shame. It thrives in silence and 
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secrecy. For Casey, realizing that others had experienced similar struggles was deeply validating: 
“Yeah, I definitely, definitely a huge difference on that one, and also the fact that the majority of 
people also reflected on the fact that they had that shame growing up and they had those like, 
things.” Casey went on to describe how hearing others name their experiences allowed them to 
feel less alone: “It was just really good to hear that, right? People aren’t alone. There it was people 
with like, similar thoughts, similar experiences.” 

 
The collective dimension of this reflection points to the importance of designing sexuality 

education that includes opportunities for dialogue and co-reflection. Shame is often internalized 
individually, but it is socially produced, and, as participants found, it can be collectively 
dismantled. Other participants echoed this theme. Phoenix described how shame had lingered “for 
many, many, many years,” and how the workshop created conditions where people were “more 
willing to open up about their experiences.” For Rowan, the act of revisiting childhood and 
adolescent shame through the lens of shared trauma allowed them to begin loosening its grip: 

 
I think when it comes to like, like, consideration of like, I. Like upbringing and like 
the shame that kind of comes with it, going back to, like, the shared, I guess, trauma 
of that kind of thing, like growing up, it’s it kind of helps push away that stigma a 
little bit. And like personal shame, I suppose, I guess it gave me more consideration, 
in that sense.  
 

What is especially striking about this quote is the movement from individual to collective 
experience. Rowan describes how reflecting on shame alongside others allowed them to reframe 
their own history—not as a personal failure, but as a product of exclusionary and stigmatizing 
systems. This shift was particularly powerful in relation to the theme of desire. For several 
participants, desire had been something hidden or suppressed. Skyler reflected: 
 

One thought of like, when I was growing up, and yeah, I didn’t talk about desire or 
think about desire or let myself desire. So, it’s not something I’ve really talked 
about or thought about or explored much, and then I feel like, with the playdough 
desire [activity], I liked it. It was fun.  
 

The workshop did not just give permission for desire. It provided a playful, sensory-rich modality 
for engaging with it, one that aligned with neurodivergent ways of processing and expressing. 
Casey similarly emphasized the need to de-stigmatize the very act of wanting: “Everybody has 
different desires, like there’s nothing wrong, there’s nothing shameful.” 
 

This deceptively simple statement carries a radical message. It reframes desire not as 
something that needs to be managed or explained away, but as a natural part of human variation—
one that deserves to be explored with openness and care. Jordan offered a thoughtful reframing of 
normative assumptions around sexuality and desire: 

 
We all experience sensory input in different ways, and what is yucky for one person 
isn’t so bad for another person, where what you think is normal or common sense 
is yucky for another person. So, you really there is no I often say this now, like, 
don’t talk to me about common sense. We all grew up differently. 
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What is pleasurable, safe, or affirming cannot be standardized; it must be understood as 
contextually and sensorially specific. In this way, Jordan’s reflection aligns with crip and 
neurodiversity frameworks that value difference not as deviation, but as a source of knowledge. 
 

The workshop, then, became a space where participants began to reclaim sexual agency. 
Several spoke about remembering—or discovering—that desire itself was not something 
shameful, but something to be embraced. As Alex explained: 

 
It reminded me that, like, having desires is so normal and natural. I felt like, I don’t 
know if it was like, I turned 30, and I was like, oh, well, just forget about that kind 
of thing… and then this workshop really helped me be like, Oh yeah, it’s, like, just 
normal. Like, it’s fine, it’s, it’s just a part of life. 
 

This rediscovery of desire as “just a part of life” points to a quiet but profound transformation. 
Alex’s reflection challenges the narrative that aging out of sexuality is inevitable for Autistic 
individuals, especially those whose desires may have been invalidated early on. The workshop 
opened space for continuity, reawakening, and possibility. 
 

Phoenix put it more bluntly: “We need to normalize this and be more open with it, because 
it really is a large—I mean, Freud was right—it really does drive human behavior a lot and it’s 
important.” While delivered with humor, this comment speaks to a serious truth: sexuality is a core 
part of being human. Yet Autistic individuals are too often denied access to this part of themselves, 
whether through shame, lack of representation, or infantilizing narratives. Phoenix’s statement is 
both a critique and a call to action: normalize difference, embrace desire, and refuse the silence. 
This message of normalization was also resonant for Casey who summed it up with a potent 
insight: “I don’t know how to explain [it]. I just mainly… just the fact that, like, everybody has 
different desires, like there’s nothing wrong, there’s nothing shameful.” 

 
By making space for Autistic people to explore their desires without judgment, the 

workshop disrupted dominant sexual scripts and modeled what a sex-positive, crip, disability-
affirming sexuality education could look like. Rather than teaching people to follow the rules, it 
created space to ask: What do I want? How do I want to feel? What does pleasure look like for 
me? In doing so, participants didn’t just reflect on desire, they practiced reclaiming it. 

 
Cultivating Self-Awareness and Expressing Desires 
 

While much of the workshop focused on reflection, many participants described how they 
carried its lessons into their daily lives in tangible and affirming ways. These personal shifts—
ranging from quiet introspection to concrete behavioral changes—suggest that the impact of the 
workshop extended far beyond its structured activities. Participants were not simply absorbing 
new information; they were actively engaging in practices of self-awareness and exploration. 
 
 For some, this meant creating intentional space to tune into their own desires and emotional 
landscapes. Alex shared how they began carving out time away from screens and distractions, 
allowing moments of solitude to become a form of embodied reflection. As they explained: 
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I had started just implementing, like, some downtime, whether that was like, you 
know, no TV on, and just like sitting by myself or sitting outside and just kind of 
staring out into the distance. And it did start getting me to feel like, my mind would 
start to, like, clear out, I guess is what I’m trying to say. And like that started to feel 
a lot better for me, and I enjoyed that. A lot more so with the help of, like, the 
participants and that activity and things like that, like, I was able to be like, hey, 
this is something that is helpful, and I do want to continue on with. 
 

Other participants described how the workshop empowered them to take risks in their intimate 
lives, often for the first time. Quinn, for instance, decided to try online dating—but chose to wait 
until the workshop concluded, seeing it as a period of preparation and self-grounding: 
 

I knew that I wanted to start trying, like a dating app because I just thought, like, 
I’m 20, maybe now, now’s the time. But I was like, I won’t do it until I’m done this, 
because I feel like this is giving me the information that I will need. So, I felt like 
waiting until I finished the study to like, create an account was kind of just like a 
make made the most sense to me. 
 

For others, the creative activities became tools for cultivating identity and expression. Skyler 
described how the flash writing exercise—centered on the prompt, “when I feel the most 
myself”—led to a renewed interest in writing: 
 

Skyler: I realized I want to write more. So, I’ve been writing more in my life, 
making more time for that.  
 
Interviewer: And how did the workshop help you or prompted you to write more?  
 
Skyler: I think in like, the first one when we’re doing the flash writing, and there’s 
a prompt about, like, “when I feel the most myself,” but it just—yeah, made me 
think, like, I want to do that more. I like writing. 
 

Some participants also spoke to how witnessing and listening to others’ stories helped them better 
understand themselves. As Alex noted,  
 

I do think that was neat to see and be able to just take like, little pointers from 
everyone, I guess, to be like, well, maybe. I can work a little bit harder on pushing 
myself to be a little bit more aware kind of thing. 
 

One of the most powerful forms of growth participants described was a deepened understanding 
of their sexual identity. Phoenix reflected on how the workshop supported their ongoing journey 
of self-discovery: 
 

Again, this is hard to specify, but it gave me a better understanding of myself and 
who I am, and like one of the things is sexuality. So, it’s only been fairly recently 
that I’ve gone, okay, I don’t think I count as heterosexual. I think I count as 
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gynosexual, and the introspection and stuff that this, this series of workshops, 
helped with that to a certain degree as well. So, yeah, I guess I mean it, it did. It 
helped me navigate to better truths. I guess self truths or something like that would 
be a good term to use. 
 

Activities such as the mirror reflection also opened up opportunities for participants to reframe 
how they see themselves, especially in relation to dominant beauty norms. Quinn shared: 
 

I kind of like, I think about it like, what’s the word? So, when you’re looking at 
yourself so close up, all you can think about is, like, flaws. Like, I think what you 
like look long enough you realize that, like, it’s like, it’s not flaws, it’s just things 
that, like the media pretty much tells you are like, it’s all innately human. 
 

Similarly, the playdough activity prompted moments of unexpected self-recognition. Phoenix 
reflected: 
 

Again, the playdough one, simply because it was the whole finding things positive 
about yourself and whatnot was for somebody that, and I know that this is sort of 
epidemic amongst our type being highly self-critical is a thing. So, actually, being 
forced to go, okay, here’s some things that actually aren’t half bad was different, 
and it had, I don’t even know. It definitely had an impact. I don’t even know how 
to describe that impact. But that impact, but it definitely had an impact.  
 

While the language is tentative, the emotional resonance is clear. For a participant who identified 
as “highly self-critical,” even a moment of seeing oneself through a positive lens was a radical 
act—one made possible through play, embodiment, and collective support. 
 

Taken together, these reflections suggest that the workshop functioned not just as a site of 
learning, but as a space of practice: a place where participants could consider trying new 
experiences, name new truths, and begin cultivating a relationship with themselves grounded in 
curiosity, care, and agency. In contrast to traditional sexuality education—which often teaches 
from a top-down, prescriptive model—this workshop offered participants tools to listen to 
themselves, follow their desires, and create rituals of intimacy that felt meaningful and manageable 
in their everyday lives. 

 
Discussion: Implications for Positive Sexuality Education 

 
This workshop illustrates the transformative potential of sex-positive, disability-affirming, 

and “crip” education. By inviting Autistic individuals to explore desire and pleasure through 
creative and sensory-friendly methods, we moved beyond risk reduction to cultivate agency, joy, 
and sexual self-understanding. While information about risk and harm is important, particularly 
given the heightened vulnerability to exploitation and misinformation faced by many Autistic 
individuals, a sex-positive lens is equally crucial (Beato et al., 2024; Herrick & Datti, 2022). A 
sex-positive approach recognizes Autistic people as sexual beings with the right to explore desire, 
intimacy, pleasure, and connection on their own terms. It shifts the focus from managing perceived 
deficits or preventing inappropriate behavior to fostering self-determination, bodily autonomy, and 
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affirming relationships. Without this lens, sexuality education risks reinforcing stigma and 
exclusion rather than empowering Autistic individuals to navigate their sexual lives with 
confidence and dignity. Having participated in the workshop, participants speak to the impact of a 
sexuality education that empowers one to re-claim their sexual agency while reflecting on shame, 
desire, and pleasure. This starkly contrasts with participants’ experiences of previous sexuality 
education which lacked diverse representation while reinforcing abstinent-based perspectives, 
emphasizing risk, safety, and harm with no attention to desire and pleasure. 

  
 Given the high overlap between Autism and gender and sexual diversity, sexuality 
education must be inclusive, representative, and intersectional (Herrick & Datti, 2022; Lewis et 
al., 2021; Sala et al., 2020). These trends have been reflected with the demographics of this paper, 
in which all participants identified with the 2SLGBTQ+ community (see Table 1). Participants 
emphasized the disproportionate negative experiences of school-based sexuality education, 
describing the reductive curricula as “baseline,” “simple,” and “non-existent.” Most notably, 
participants stress prior experiences of sexuality education that was “unrelatable,” showcasing 
sexuality education that discounted their lived experiences and identities. Exclusionary sexuality 
education—one that reinforces normativity through neurotypicality and cisheteronormativity—
has been well-documented in the literature. Studies have pointed to the continual exclusion 
experienced by 2SLGBTQ+ disabled people within sexuality education (see Sala et al., 2019; 
Santinele Martino et al., 2025; Smusz et al., 2024). There is a prevalence of infantilizing and ableist 
beliefs around Autistic individuals and their sexualities (Davies et al., 2023; Herrick & Datti, 2022; 
Santinele Martino et al., 2025). Moreover, Autistic individuals are delegitimized and invalidated 
for identifying with the 2SLGBTQ+ community due to widespread beliefs that it is a phase (Toft, 
2023; Toft et al., 2020) or is symptomatic of one’s diagnosis (Hillier et al., 2020; Lewis et al., 
2021). The erasure and absence of representation can have significant impacts on Autistic learners. 
For instance, Skyler spoke to the questioning of one’s “normality,” reflecting the lack of 
representation in school curricula. Casey, on the other hand, spoke about feeling less engaged with 
the content. Consequently, adverse experiences of sexuality education perpetuate existing stigma 
and the taboo around sexuality, leading to heightened feelings of shame and embarrassment as 
mentioned by Jordan and Quinn. 
  

Participants reveal that the journey to self-acceptance and understanding is fraught with 
emotional turmoil and deep reflection. Aligned with Belluzzo et al. (2025), Bathje et al. (2021), 
and Lewis et al. (2021), Autistic individuals may experience immense shame around their 
sexualities, particularly in expressing and feeling their desires and pleasures. This is due to the 
aforementioned abstinence-based and ableist perspectives, and prevailing stigma around 
sexualities. Casey, Phoenix, and Rowan all speak to experiences of shame in one’s upbringing, 
highlighting a sense of solidary in being with others while unravelling the social and cultural 
dimensions of shame. As participants work through these thoughts, many share key reflections 
around moving beyond shame and acknowledging one’s own and others’ desires and pleasures. 
Furthering the calls of Beato et al. (2024), Crehan (2023) and Parchomiuk (2022) to move towards 
a paradigm of sex-positivity in sexuality education, participants’ narratives reveal the sense of 
empowerment and sexual agency following the workshop. Notably, participants share the 
integration of useful workshop learnings into their daily lives. For instance, Quinn expressed the 
desire to try online dating; Alex shared the implementation of more downtime for themself. There 
is a dearth of studies documenting the impact of sex-positive frameworks in sexuality education 
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with Autistic individuals. This study offers a significant addition to the literature by demonstrating 
the tangible and profound impact of centering a sex-positive and “crip” approach to sexuality 
education, as revealed through participants’ newfound knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  

 
Most importantly, our project highlights the significance of “cripping” the research process, 

reimagining traditional methods to center the lived experiences, desires, and voices of Autistic 
individuals. This includes using creative, arts-based approaches that open up space for Autistic 
people to express what pleasure, intimacy, and connection mean to them in their own terms. Our 
team itself reflects this commitment: composed of neurodivergent and queer researchers working 
collaboratively with a community partner and an advisory board of Autistic individuals, we aim to 
model inclusive, participatory research in both form and practice. “Cripping” desire means 
rejecting deficit-based models and instead embracing the rich array of Autistic sexualities and 
experiences. In a world where Autistic people are too often cast as either desexualized or 
pathologized, a “crip” framework insists on complexity, nuance, and self-determination. It creates 
space for a rich diversity of identities, pleasures, boundaries, and relational configurations—none 
of which should be predetermined by neurotypical or heteronormative expectations. If we truly 
want to build better, more affirming sexuality education, Autistic people must not only be included 
but centered in its co-creation, empowered to speak for themselves, and shape the narratives that 
have long excluded or misrepresented them. The expansiveness and impact of “cripping” sexuality 
education can be beneficial for non-disabled and disabled people alike. We hope that the findings 
can open possibilities for non-disabled people to envision the “generative potential of disability” 
not through sensationalizing ways, but rather imagining how rejecting ableist scripts around touch, 
pleasure, and desire can be liberating for everyone (Santinele Martino & Tri, 2025, p. 8). While 
this research project focused on the experiences of Autistic people, future research can consider 
the potential of cripping sexuality education for all. 

 
Limitations 
 

While this project offered rich insights into the possibilities of sex-positive, participatory 
education with Autistic adults, it is important to acknowledge its limitations and the boundaries of 
what this work can claim. This study involved a small sample of seven participants. However, the 
primary aim was not to produce representative data but to explore in-depth, participatory processes 
for making space to discuss pleasure, desire, and sexual agency with Autistic adults. As a 
qualitative, arts-based project rooted in crip and sex-positive frameworks, our focus was on the 
practice of creating inclusive and affirming spaces, rather than on generating universally applicable 
conclusions. Additionally, participants were self-selected and may have been more open or 
interested in sexuality-related topics than others in the broader Autistic community, which may 
have influenced the nature of the insights shared. While the use of multiple creative methods 
allowed for diverse expressions of desire and embodiment, some participants may still have 
encountered barriers to full participation due to differences in communication preferences, energy 
levels, or prior experiences with stigma. Finally, while we strived for accessibility and flexibility 
throughout the project, future work could expand our approach by including a larger and more 
diverse group of Autistic participants, exploring additional sensory and linguistic modalities, and 
incorporating longitudinal follow-up to better understand the sustained impact of these workshops. 
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Conclusion 
 

Autistic individuals deserve sexuality education that affirms their desires, bodies and 
minds, and relational dreams. This workshop, and the broader research project of which it is a part, 
demonstrates how sex-positive, arts-based, and participatory approaches can open new pathways 
for Autistic people to explore and claim their sexual selves. By prioritizing pleasure, agency, and 
creative expression, we invite a reframing of sexuality education not as a list of rules but as an 
ongoing practice of self-discovery, connection, and joy. 
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Appendix 1: Examples of Sculptures Created During the Workshop  
(Shared with Participants’ Permission) 

 
Figure 1 – Yellow Playdough Sculpture 
 

 
 
Image description: A small yellow playdough sculpture sits on a light wooden table next to a 
yellow Play-Doh container with the lid on. In the background, a brown floor cushion and a dark 
blue pillow are visible, slightly out of focus. 
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Figure 2 – Playdough Vibrator Sculpture 
 

 
 
Image description: A blue playdough sculpture resembling a vibrator with a long cord and control 
base is displayed on a light wooden table. The sculpted object includes button-like details and a 
rounded tip, mimicking the shape of a vibrating sex toy. Next to it is a rectangular blue playdough 
block. In the background, there are a few individually wrapped white mints and part of a yellow 
Play-Doh container. 
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Figure 3 – Playdough Vulva and Penis Sculptures 
 

 
 
Image description: Two white playdough sculptures are placed on a light wooden table. One 
sculpture resembles a vulva, shaped in an oval form with folds and a small blue accent at the top. 
The other sculpture depicts a penis with two testicles, also featuring a small blue detail at the tip. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Enthusiasm has become a central requirement in contemporary models of sexual consent, 
most notably in Planned Parenthood’s FRIES framework. This paper argues that FRIES 
substantially overlaps with Catharine MacKinnon’s earlier concept of welcomeness, revealing 
an underexamined convergence between Second Wave and sex-positive feminist frameworks. 
Yet this convergence onto enthusiasm-based ethics exposes unresolved conceptual gaps: how 
to account for responsive desire, specify the object of enthusiasm, and understand how 
relational context shapes both. Neither FRIES nor welcomeness adequately addresses these 
challenges. The paper identifies these tensions as the next frontier for feminist sexual ethics 
and suggests that future frameworks may need to supplement—or move beyond—enthusiasm 
as the primary standard. 
 
Keywords: sexual consent, sexual ethics, feminist theory, welcomeness 

 
Since the 1980s, the wind has been behind a feminism which does not moralise 
about women’s sexual desires, and which insists that acting on those desires is 
morally constrained only by the boundaries of consent. (Srinivasan, 2021, p. 82) 
 
The welcomed is a world away from the acquiesced in… (MacKinnon, 1987, p. 
451) 

 
Introduction 

 
Emphasizing the need for consent in sexual encounters has been one of the most important 

victories of the positive sexuality movement. It was instrumental in establishing that sexual 
assaults could take place within romantic relationships and without the use of force. It was a 
necessary step towards articulating that at least from an idealized legal perspective, “No Means 
No.” 
 

The prioritization of consent came at a time coinciding with the rise of Second Wave 
feminism, when multiple values competed to order our sexual ethics. Early sex-positive 
researchers, such as Ellen Willis in “Lust Horizons: Is the Women’s Movement Pro-Sex?” (2012), 
contrasted themselves against both the old order, under which patriarchy ordered our sexual ethic, 
and against the radical feminist vision of other Second Wave feminists, which treated consent as 
too low a bar and favored an alternative which instead found its home in sexual harassment law: 
welcomeness. Sex-positive feminists won, and alternative values largely lost out to consent, which 
has become the primary sexual ethical value for contemporary Americans (Srinivasan, 2021). But 
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what ‘consent’ actually means has changed over the years, despite the term itself staying constant, 
and the most recent development has redefined consent to bring it closer to what Second Wave 
thinkers proposed as an alternative. 

 
An understanding of consent as “No Means No” is no longer the state-of-the-art model of 

sexual consent. In the mid-2000s, “No Means No” began to give way to a new understanding of 
consent, best summarized as “Yes Means Yes.” This new language marked a shift in presumptions 
around sex. “No Means No” risked treating women as sexually-available by default, until they 
took on the burden1 of explicitly and directly making themselves unavailable. By contrast, “Yes 
Means Yes” sought to balance centering shared desire with privileging women’s sexual autonomy. 
The commonly-understood implication behind “Yes Means Yes” has been that only yes means yes. 
This creates space for offering a ‘soft no’ and preserving space for indecision and uncertainty. 
Sometimes cast in explicitly gendered and heteronormative terms, generally speaking, “Yes Means 
Yes” has sought to mean that the only conditions under which sex can be understood as consensual 
is when the initiating partner has received an unambiguous “Yes” in response to their attempts to 
initiate sex. 

 
A new model, Planned Parenthood’s FRIES model of consent, has recently become the 

new state of the art in modeling consent. Without explicitly disclaiming any element of “Yes Means 
Yes,” the FRIES model instead articulates five necessary elements of consent: that it be Freely 
given, that it be Reversible, that it be Informed, that it be Enthusiastic, and that it be Specific.  

 
This model marks a development over previous ones by being specific about what 

constitutes a consensual sexual encounter. Sexual encounters are consensual insofar as that consent 
is freely given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic, and specific as to the sexual acts negotiated. 
This model also substantially expands the concept of consent, by introducing the demand of 
enthusiasm. This element, presumably, is present to discourage initiating partners from pestering 
their receptive partners until that receptive partner gives in, perhaps grudgingly, and acquiesces. 

 
The inclusion of enthusiasm does two things to the concept of consent. First, it brings 

consent back into alignment with Second Wave feminists. This is surprising on its own, since the 
original historical break between sex-positive feminism and Second Wave feminism was over 
whether bare consent was sufficient protection for women against sexual predation. I address this 
claim in the immediately following section on Catharine MacKinnon and her concept of 
welcomeness (MacKinnon, 1987, 1991, 2007). Second, it complicates consent. Enthusiasm has 
traditionally been understood in opposition to consent, and including it as an expected feature of 
our sexual norms reveals ways in which enthusiasm is underspecified in three ways: the onset of 
desire, the object of enthusiasm, and the ways relational context affects enthusiasm. I address this 
claim in the section following, a tripartite section. 

 
Neither consent nor welcomeness, however, can fully address the postmodern critique, 

articulated by Andrea Dworkin (2008) and Amia Srinivasan (2021), that female desire in 

 
1 The rates of violence towards women associated with sexual rejection of men provides powerful evidence of the 
risks involved. See Blake et al (2018) for one example of this; the literature here is unfortunately well-developed. 
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contemporary America reflects the patriarchy present at its formation. I address this problem in the 
final substantive section. 

 
Welcomeness as an Alternative to Consent 

 
For our purposes, the most important of these Second Wave feminists who criticize consent 

is Catharine MacKinnon. She is probably best known for readers as an opponent of legalized 
pornography and other sex work. Her argument was that pornographic productions were a form of 
violence against women as a distinct class, and the proposition that women formed a distinct, 
disadvantaged group in American society also formed the basis of her opposition to consent as a 
standard of sexual propriety. 

 
Her arguments against pornography and consent both depend on the troubling legal 

presumption that men and women have equivalent access to social power. Her view has been that 
they do not, and that because they do not, the liberal state has held little promise in equalizing 
power, because liberalism’s neutrality permits and legitimates all pre-existing power relations in 
society, including those between the genders (MacKinnon, 1991). 

 
This mistrust of the liberal state’s ability to deliver feminist policy victories extended to 

her claims that consent represented a liberal, and therefore antifeminist, concept.2 The below block 
quote captures the spirit of her argument. 

 
Consent can be considered to include authentic desire, but the term is never used in 
that context in real life, and nothing limits it to that in law. In social reality, the 
crucible of meaning, sex that is actually desired or wanted or welcomed is never 
termed consensual. It does not need to be; its mutuality is written all over it in 
enthusiasm. Consenting is not what women do when they want to be having sex. 
Sex women want is never described by them or anyone else as consensual. No one 
says, “We had a great hot night, she (or I or we) consented.” The reason 
welcomeness, not consent, is the standard for sex that does not violate the law of 
sexual harassment, a sex equality law, is because consent, including the 
“voluntary,” is inconsistent with equality. As the United States Supreme Court 
squarely recognized, “voluntariness in the sense of consent is not a defense to” a 
sexual harassment claim. (MacKinnon, 1987, pp. 450–451) 

 
 Note, by the way, how positive about sex MacKinnon is here. Like sex-positive researchers, 
she frames her normative agenda in terms of sex’s importance and her frustration stems from the 
gap between the great, hot, mutual, desired, wanted, welcomed sex that we collectively deserve, 
and what she sees as her lived reality. Consent, in her above view, has a connotative valence distinct 
from and in opposition to the enthusiasm and desire that she thinks ought to characterize sex 
between equal partners. 
 

 
2 West (2008) reinforces this point, thirty years later, suggesting that MacKinnon was identifying a durable element of 
patriarchy. 
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The Supreme Court case quoted in the last line is Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v Vinson, one 
of the core sexual harassment cases, and one which is most closely associated with formalizing 
legal recognition of the concept MacKinnon prefers to consent: welcomeness. 

 
In this case, the Supreme Court explicitly characterizes welcomeness as a higher standard 

than voluntary consent, saying, “the fact that sex-related conduct was ‘voluntary,’ in the sense that 
the complainant was not forced to participate against her will, is not a defense to a sexual 
harassment suit brought under Title VII. The gravamen of any sexual harassment claim is that the 
alleged sexual advances were ‘unwelcome’” (Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v. Vinson, 1986). 
MacKinnon agrees that sex-related conduct can be both voluntary (in the sense of consensual, not 
the sense of unpaid) and unwelcome, and advocates for regulating that sex-related conduct outside 
of the workplace as well. Regulating that sex-related conduct outside of the workplace meant 
replacing laws that define sexual misconduct through its lack of consent with laws that define 
sexual misconduct through its lack of welcomeness.  

 
Consent and Welcomeness: Toward Convergence 

 
Although consent as a standard of sexual ethics was developed largely in opposition to 

welcomeness, its conceptual content has changed over the years, and those changes have tended 
to bring it closer to the concept of welcomeness. The most contemporary model is the FRIES 
model, which I believe largely accomplishes what MacKinnon sought to do with her articulation 
of welcomeness: to reject the claim that bare consent itself was sufficient to satisfy our moral 
intuition. 

 
I offer the chart below as a way to compare FRIES to welcomeness systematically (see 

Table 1). This articulates the FRIES model of consent, and briefly outlines what both FRIES and 
welcomeness say about each of the five elements in the FRIES model. 
 
 
Table 1 – Comparison of FRIES Model and Welcomeness 
 

Element FRIES Model Welcomeness 

Freely Given Lack of pressure, coercion, 
manipulation 

Lack of pressure, coercion, 
manipulation 

Reversible Anyone can change their mind at any 
point 

Anyone can change their mind at any 
point 

Informed Full knowledge of activities consented 
to 

Probably; unclear how to demonstrate 
welcomeness without information 

Enthusiastic Clear and enthusiastic Yes, not just an 
absence of No; contains shift from “No 
Means No” to “Yes Means Yes” 

To quote MacKinnon from above, “its 
mutuality is written all over it in 
enthusiasm” 

Specific Each specific activity requires consent Unclear 
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As becomes visible when charted, the only substantial difference between the demands 
placed by the FRIES model and MacKinnon’s alternative in welcomeness is how specific a sexual 
invitation must be in order for it to be welcome. My best guess is that there needs to be some 
specificity—an invitation must contain some specifics in order to specify what the invitation is 
for—the level of specificity demanded by welcomeness is lower than that of the FRIES model. 
This is because these standards focus on different moments in sexual negotiation; welcomeness 
evaluates whether the invitation is welcome prior to its issuance, whereas the FRIES model begins 
with evaluating the invitation itself. A welcomeness standard can relax its expectation of 
specificity, because, presumably, a welcome invitation is one in which greater coordination is 
possible once mutual interest is established; specifying exactly what shape that desire will take 
becomes a joint project between the persons. 
 

Even in light of this difference, the harmonization of these opposing concepts is 
remarkable, and I think can largely be attributed to the inclusion of enthusiasm in the FRIES model 
of consent. MacKinnon above focuses her criticism of consent on its exclusion of enthusiasm. She 
argues that consent as a legal standard is inconsistent with equality because of the absence of 
enthusiasm; the existing cultural and social power inequalities between men and women serve to 
make women consent to sex they did not welcome, but are not sufficient to make women 
enthusiastic for sex they did not welcome. Therefore, the higher standard of enthusiastic 
welcomeness reaches beyond the grasp of power differentials, and opens up sexual space not 
characterized by unwelcome power differentials. We can attribute enthusiastic sex only to the 
desire of the participants, rather than structural inequality, and thus this becomes a truly private 
matter, where sex attributable to structural inequality is a public matter precisely because of the 
macrosocial and cultural structures leading to that sex. 
 

The Problems with Enthusiasm 
 
 Both Second Wave and sex-positive feminists converging on enthusiasm as an element of 
consensual sex suggests its increasing importance, not least because of the traditional opposition 
between these groups. Without dismissing the importance of enthusiasm, I want to complicate it 
on three dimensions: its onset, its object, and its relational context. These complications are 
intended to further a sex-positive agenda by pointing to ways to expand or reconsider how 
enthusiasm operates as a tool for sexual educators and researchers. 
 
When Must Enthusiasm Begin? 

 
Recent scholarship on responsive desire suggests that the FRIES model’s inclusion of 

enthusiasm requires greater specification and exploration around the onset of enthusiasm. Models 
of responsive desire complicate demands for enthusiasm to begin a sexual encounter, by 
acknowledging that many people feel enthusiastic desire primarily in response to sexual activity 
or arousal, and therefore often cannot be present at the beginning of sex.  

 
 Basson (2000) first coined the term ‘responsive desire,’ as a critical response to certain 
claims about female sexual dysfunction, arguing instead that the failure of many women in long-
term romantic relationships to experience the traditional cycle of Desire → Arousal → Orgasm → 
Resolution was not a sign of sexual dysfunction, but rather because of diversity in how humans 
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experience desire (Basson, 2000, p. 53). Although couched in unnecessarily gendered terms, this 
new model opened up the possibility that many people do not experience desire until something in 
their environment acts to remind them about sex, at which point their desires activate in response 
to the environmental change. 
 
 This new modeling of sexual desire validates common patterns of sexual desire that had 
previously been treated as dysfunctional, and represents an important advance in our understanding 
of human sexual desire generally. This also complicates the call for enthusiasm, since this model 
suggests that many people are not fundamentally wired to feel enthusiastic desire prior to sexual 
engagement and arousal. Thus, ‘enthusiasm’ may represent a bar that is undesirably specific for 
many people prior to sexual engagement. This analysis could be extended to sexually-partnered 
asexual people, who will not experience sexual enthusiasm at any time, but who still want to 
engage sexually with romantic partners for other reasons (e.g. intimacy, emotional demonstration, 
curiosity); see Bennet (2024) for a thorough examination of this dynamic in the Australian context, 
and Dawson et al (2016) for a thorough general overview. 
 
Enthusiastic About What? 

 
An additional problem with the new centrality of enthusiasm is that finding examples of 

sexual contact that is ethical but not enthusiastic is relatively easy. A few short examples below 
can illustrate this, and help provide evidence that the object of enthusiasm is also underspecified. 

 
One obvious example can be found in parents starting a family. A common outcome is a 

wave of sex that both parents find welcome but are not always enthusiastic about at the moment. 
They might be enthusiastic about the outcome—about starting parenthood or starting a family—
but not necessarily enthusiastic about every encounter, many of which may be driven by ovulation, 
work schedules, and other features distinct from enthusiasm (Cousineau & Domar, 2007). 

 
Another example can be found in sexual exploration, where someone might find that they 

are enthusiastic about a process of learning and discovery, but not about every individual 
experiment. Many people experience enthusiasm only after they experience comfort, and 
enthusiasm can be either complicated or absent for novel experiences; demanding enthusiasm in 
this context might be limiting beyond what the trepidatious-but-excited explorer might prefer, 

 
Similar dynamics might also occur in consensual kink relationships. One partner might 

derive satisfaction or pleasure from providing a service even though—perhaps especially when—
they lack enthusiasm for it in the moment (Hébert & Weaver, 2015; Simula, 2019). The lack of 
enthusiasm might be central to the satisfaction or pleasure they get from the dynamics of that 
relationship. More broadly, many people seek sex for intimacy, emotional connection, relationship 
maintenance, and other valid, legitimate needs that are distinct from enthusiastic sexual desire for 
whatever encounter is under normative evaluation. These are not edge cases; these are common, 
normatively-valid reasons people engage sexually. Accepting the centrality of enthusiasm calls 
these into question until we better specify: enthusiasm for what? 
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Changes in Enthusiasm Over Time 
 
 Both the FRIES model and MacKinnon’s welcomeness framework focus primarily on 
evaluating individual sexual encounters, rather than patterns of sexual behavior over time. This 
makes sense for new or casual sexual relationships, but partners in established relationships 
experience one another through habits and patterns developed over time, which provides greater 
context, and in which ethical evaluation might incorporate a sense that relationships often change 
over time. 
 
 Contemporary studies of relationships over time suggest that desire and security exist in a 
paradoxical tension; desire is often high when attachment is low, and desire can operate as an 
incentive towards sexual encounters that attach the participants, ironically leading to a drop-off in 
the desire that brought them together in the first place (Birnbaum, 2018). The prospect that 
desire—that is, sexual enthusiasm—and relationship security exist in tension with one another 
strongly suggests a problem with centralizing enthusiasm across the duration of a relationship: that 
it might best be achieved in minimally secure relationships. Securely attached relations might 
generally be characterized by periods of lower enthusiasm because of their security. Thus, 
demanding enthusiasm as a defining characteristic of ethical sex risks diminishing the role and 
value of stability, security, and safety as additional important sexual values. 
 

When consent studies focus on college undergraduate populations, they focus on 
participants generally at the earliest stages of romantic relationships, in which enthusiasm is likely 
to be at its highest, and attachment at its lowest. This structures our expectations by overstating 
enthusiasm’s role and understating relationship security. I do not mean to say that desire and 
security have no positive relationship—Birnbaum (2018) notes explicitly that the relationship 
between the two depends on their context, including, but not limited to, relationship lifecycle. 

 
This is not to treat ongoing patterns of routinely unsatisfying sex as ethically unproblematic 

for the sake of relationship security. But it does mean that people might autonomously choose to 
prioritize other legitimate values at different times. 
 

Authenticity and Desire 
 
Even if these three underspecifications are tightened, another relevant problem remains. 

The content of our sexual desires seems to have a relationship to the culture in which we live. 
Many authors have argued that our culture contains patriarchal elements, and that the content of 
our innermost desires is therefore shaped by patriarchy. To the extent that this is true, even 
enthusiastic consent might reflect colonized conditioning rather than autochthonous or indigenous 
desire. 

 
 One important example of this is the work of Andrea Dworkin, who presses her readers to 

understand their desires as presumptively constructed under (and therefore tainted by) patriarchal 
conditions: “The shame that women feel on being fucked and simultaneously experiencing 
pleasure in being possessed is the shame of having acknowledged, physically and emotionally, the 
extent to which one has internalized and eroticized the subordination” (2008, p. 84). Desire’s 
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susceptibility to conditioning leads Dworkin to reject its liberatory potential, and consent along 
with it. 

 
Dworkin’s advocacy for centering women’s autonomy over intercourse is restricted to that 

act in particular and because of the centrality of physicality in characterizing that act. As she notes 
on pages 173 and 174, the nature of intercourse qua intercourse makes male arousal (if not 
necessarily desire or consent) necessary, and because of that material fact, this could not 
realistically lead to a simple reversal of sexual control or exploitation. Instead, it concretizes 
women’s freedoms, and ensures that she is not a passively-consenting partner, but instead a partner 
who makes the positive and active choice to engage sexually. “Women have wanted intercourse to 
be, for women, an experience of equality and passion, sensuality and intimacy” (Dworkin, 2008, 
p. 163). 

 
Contemporary authors have expanded on Dworkin’s argument that female desire is 

conditioned under patriarchal conditions. The most important recent extension comes from Amia 
Srinivasan’s The Right to Sex. She argues, both in “The Right to Sex” and in “Coda: The Politics 
of Desire” that, “the [feminist] task was to liberate sex from the distortions of oppression, not 
simply divide it into the consensual (unproblematic) and non-consensual (problematic)” 
(Srinivasan, 2021, p. 95). She seeks to, “address our desires without fear, as [Audrey] Lorde puts 
it, of the distortions we may find within ourselves” (2021, p. 102). While Srinivasan is critical of 
Second Wave feminists like Dworkin, she also fundamentally reads to me like a fellow traveler 
insofar as both seek to liberate desire from its capture and perversion by (neo)liberalism. 
Importantly, then, all three authors—MacKinnon, Dworkin, and Srinivasan—presume women’s 
desire to be both knowable, at least under different conditions, and to be a positive good. 

 
Conclusion 

 
 From the context of sex-positive scholarship, the demand for enthusiastic consent is easy 
to understand: drawing a distinction between enthusiastic consent and consent obtained under 
conditions of duress or harassment is intuitively important, and recent consent scholarship (see 
especially Fischel, 2019; Leitch, 2024) has problematized a thin conception of consent. 
Substantive conceptions of consent, such as the FRIES model, help address the normative gaps 
that bare consent leaves. Demanding that consent be given enthusiastically, neither grudgingly nor 
tentatively, helps prevent certain types of sexual harms. The convergence between Second Wave 
and sex-positive feminists towards enthusiasm/welcomeness speaks to the importance of 
understanding enthusiasm’s role in distinguishing between ethical and unethical sexual behavior. 
 
 That convergence warrants extended and significant scholarly attention, much of which 
will be necessarily critical, as a way of taking enthusiasm seriously. This article articulates several 
problems with enthusiasm’s role, but each is treated relatively briefly here and could form the basis 
of a standalone project elsewhere. The questions raised here are sincere, not rhetorical: clarifying 
enthusiasm’s onset, object, context, and authenticity in turn might mark the next generation of 
work on consent and sexual norms. This work might be normative, conceptual, or empirically-
oriented. 
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 Finally, scholars might work on disentangling the heteronormative elements embedded in 
consent discourse. Coming out of feminist work centering the problems facing women in 
heterosexual relationships, the consent literature has largely focused on those problems and 
dynamics. Recent work on consent in queer spaces has expanded this focus, but, to date, there is 
little work on enthusiasm or welcomeness in queer contexts (Beres et al., 2004; Webber et al., 
2024).  
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ABSTRACT 
 

The 2026 Positive Sexuality Conference focused on the theme of “Positive Sexuality 
Reflects Professional Ethics.” Presentations reflected the ethics of therapy, counseling, and 
teaching, as well as professional sex work, crossovers between professional identities and 
personal, sexual identities, and BDSM interactions. This summary provides an overview of 
some of the highlights and key points discussed during the conference. 
 
Keywords: positive sexuality, professional ethics 

 
Introduction 

 
The theme for the 2026 Positive Sexuality Conference (SexPosCon) was “Positive 

Sexuality Reflects Professional Ethics.” We constructed this as a call to any profession, as well 
as student and community member interactions, that reflected a need for or demonstrated an 
example of ethical situations that should be discussed, especially around the topic of sexuality. 
We were pleased to receive dozens of proposals reflecting on the ethics of therapy, counseling, 
and teaching, as well as professional sex work, crossovers between professional identities and 
personal, sexual identities, and BDSM interactions. A wide range of academic backgrounds were 
represented, including philosophy, sociology, social work, and psychology. In this summary we 
hope to provide you with an overview of some of the highlights as well as focus on some key 
points discussed during the conference around the intersection of professional ethics and positive 
sexuality. We used a double-blind review process to choose presenters who not only fit the main 
topic criteria, but also represented a wide range of identities, both personally and professionally. 
 

The conference itself was entirely virtual, and scheduled to support the Eastern United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Western European time zones as best as possible. Although 
several of our conferences have been held in person, we made the decision to hold this one 
virtually based on many factors, including the regions represented by the potential presenters.  

 
Most sessions were scheduled to include three short, 15-minute Ted Talk-like 

presentations with a shared question and answer period at the end of the session. Each day of the 
conference also featured a one-hour workshop that all registered attendees could attend. This was 
a similar structure to our face-to-face conferences, wherein we value the opportunity for all 
presentations to be made available to all guests, rather than forcing guests to choose between 
presentations, and thus missing large portions of the conference. Our face-to-face conferences 
also are scheduled to encourage socialization and networking, which we attempted to replicate 
digitally as best as possible by creating a Discord space that could be accessed and used by 
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attendees to engage with one another socially as well as continue conference discussions beyond 
the allotted time for presentations. This space remains open for people to share thoughts related 
to the conference, as well as a social space for like-minded scholars and community members. 
 

Session Summaries 
 
The first session began with a focus on ethical considerations that practicing clinicians 

might encounter in their work, and how to navigate ethical challenges while still upholding the 
dignity of the clinician-client relationship. Dr. Sha’Rose Erion’s talk, “An Erotic Boundary: 
Transforming Attraction from Liability to Ethical Learning,” focused on the reframing of erotic 
transference and countertransference from a narrative of avoidance and silence, to one of self-
acknowledgment and professional growth. By being honest and non-judgmental with oneself 
about feelings, being open with supervisors and peer groups (but not with the client themselves), 
and creating insight from the experience, erotic (counter)transference can be used as a tool to 
help clinicians better help their clients. Similarly, Dr. Jarred Martin’s “Reckoning with One’s 
Own Ethical Failures in Intimate Care: Aftercare, Accountability, and the Scholar-Subject in 
Kink Research,” which builds on recent work published in the journal (Martin, 2025), asks 
researchers to consider the responsibility they have towards their subjects, expanding the 
definition of aftercare to research activities and clinical practice. Ariel Pliskin’s “Drafting Your 
Ethics Statement: Positive Sexuality in Practice” complicates the clinician-client relationship by 
acknowledging the multiple spaces that kink-participant clinicians and clients may share, and 
recommends incorporating clear guidelines and boundaries into contracts and practices that 
acknowledge these shared spaces while keeping confidentiality and dignity of both parties. These 
presentations stress that ethical guidelines can never be fully fixed, but are necessarily dynamic 
and shaped by individual relationships. 

 
We specifically chose our keynote speakers based on their ethics-focused scholarship as 

well as their intersecting identities. Dr. Johnathan Flowers, from California State University 
Northridge’s philosophy department, was an easy choice for this conference. Given that 
philosophy itself is often focused on discussing ethics, Dr. Flowers’ research specifically 
intersects with sexuality, sexual identities, feminism, disability, and African American history. He 
chose to focus his keynote on Audre Lorde and the idea of a “professional eros,” acknowledging 
ways in which the erotic can serve as a force across professional relationships. This was a theme 
that resonated throughout the conference, and was referenced several times during other 
presentations. 

 
One of the larger sub-themes that ran through the conference was the extra care that kink-

informed professionals are often required to demonstrate. Aidan Andreas Sunassee’s first 
presentation, “Healing Through Trauma Play: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of 
Participants’ Personal Narratives,” illustrated the importance of guiding someone through trauma 
play in a responsible and healing-promoting manner: setting clear consent and communication 
boundaries, minimizing risk of retraumatization, and consistent aftercare. In a related vein, in 
their presentation “When Sex Isn’t Positive: Disgust, Stigma, and Unthinkable Desire,” Mia 
Action reminds us to always be aware of how preconceived notions of what is ‘disgusting’ can 
affect how we provide care to others, and to continue to educate ourselves about how we can 
disentangle the unappealing from the unsafe. Paul J. Dohearty’s “Was that my Therapist at the 
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Gloryhole?: Examining possible ethical and boundary issues in kink and sex positive spaces” 
explored the potential conflicts that kinky therapists may run into when working with kinky 
patients (in a professional capacity) but also seeing them at community events—and what might 
happen when professional and personal lives overlap. Dohearty emphasized the personhood of 
both client and therapist, while still maintaining boundaries through clear communication and 
documentation. Each of these presentations stressed that professional ethics moves beyond mere 
institutional guidelines, but involves caring for both yourself and those around you in ways that 
respect personhood. 

 
But how do we care? Part of what makes kink-informed work so ethically challenging is 

that it requires a constant reassessment, on the part of those who are providing the care, of their 
own beliefs and values. Mistress Audry Lu Black’s workshop “Owning Forbidden Desires – 
Person Centering Taboo” asked participants to consider what makes something ‘taboo,’ and how 
that ‘taboo’ is reinforced by both social and self-behaviors. Much of what individuals consider 
‘taboo,’ for example, is not necessarily based on social values, but stems from an individual’s 
fear that crossing a taboo line would lead to stigmatization and ostracization. Borrowing from 
Carl Rogers’ humanistic psychology approach and Didier Anzieu’s skin-ego theory, Black asked 
participants to challenge those ideas, instead re-scripting that fear as a place of self-exploration 
and personal boundary-pushing. As Black stated at the end of her talk, “when taboo is 
approached with consent, curiosity, and empathy, the forbidden becomes a site of self-knowledge 
rather than shame.” 

 
Part of the ethical responsibility of care, then, is understanding how taboos of the self—

the self-imposed restrictions we place on ourselves and others that stem from in our own local 
communities, and the restrictions placed onto us from others—affect how we engage with 
ourselves and the world, and how they might inform our own ethical values. Understanding that 
these taboos are not ‘ours,’ but rather imposed on us, provides avenues for liberation. Noting that 
BIPOC and the differently-abled are significantly underrepresented in literature on BDSM and 
kink, Dr. Shveta Mittal’s “Kinky Krossroads: Developing Cultural Humility with BIPOC 
Clients” detailed specific challenges that BIPOC kinksters faced in kink communities, including 
overt racism and exclusion, non-consensual objectification based on racial identification, and 
such microaggressions as claims of being too ‘sensitive’ to perceived slights. Similarly, Jeremiah 
Gibson and Julia Postema’s “Deconstruction: The Ethics of Sex Therapy with Active or Former 
Participants of Christian Nationalism” details the complexities of developing a clinical 
relationship with clients who are currently, or who have in the past been, part of a Christian 
Nationalist community. Seeking sex therapy often leads to deconstruction of previously- and 
fervently-held ideologies on the part of the client, and both therapists and clients have to be able 
to navigate the consequences of that deconstruction. Debra Pascali-Bonaro’s “Orgasmic Birth: 
Reclaiming Pleasure, Autonomy, and Ethics in Childbirth” shows the potential of unifying two 
seemingly disparate experiences: sexual pleasure through orgasm and childbirth. Despite the 
social separation between the two, Pascali-Bonaro demonstrates how both can be united in a 
singular experience of love and pleasure. 

 
The second day began with demonstrations of professional ethics in practice by creating 

quality research and desirable outcomes. The session began with the recipients of the 
conference’s Dr. James & Veronica Elias Student Research Award, Iris Ryn Olson and Kiana S. 
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Cummings, presenting their work on “The Affinity of Breeding Kinks: Using Qualitative 
Methods to Create a Community Definition Around Core Concepts of Sexual Practice.” Using an 
affinity-clustering method, where individual data is grouped into related categories that show 
larger-scale relationships among themes, Olson and Cummings identified common discussion 
themes among people with self-identified breeding kinks: relationships between bodily fluids 
and intimacy/closeness, overlays with additional kinks and power dynamics, and affinities with 
other bodily changes (such as pregnancy). Aidan Andreas Sunassee’s “Programming the Self: 
TPE, Neuroplasticity, and the Reconstructed Submissive Identity” reimagined ‘brainwashing’ as 
a successful therapeutic modality that, most importantly, stresses the consent and power of the 
participant in the process. By setting clear boundaries throughout the entire process, creating 
clear daily and weekly schedules, and incorporating the experiences and feedback of the 
participant into developing future protocols, elements of consensual mind control can be 
reframed as a therapeutic tool that helps process trauma, anxiety, and lack of self-confidence. 
Monique Starr’s “Desirability Politics, Fetishism, and Their Impacts on Sex, Identity, and Digital 
Spaces” examined the violence sociohistoricially enacted on ‘non-desirable’ bodies (especially 
bodies of size and Black bodies), and how digital spaces reinforce negative attitudes and lack of 
representation of non-desirable bodies, often reducing them to mere objects to be non-
consensually fetishized. Starr asks us—especially those of use who inhabit historically-
privileged bodies—to examine our own roles in this process, and how we can co-create spaces 
(both digital and in-person) that reinforce the dignity and mutual respect of all bodies. 

 
The keynote speaker for the second day of the conference, Dr. Carmen Yau, was also an 

easy choice for this conference. One of our conference committee members had engaged with 
her at another conference previously and suggested we attempt to bring her in as a keynote for 
the Positive Sexuality Conference. Situated at the University of London, Dr. Yau’s main research 
interests reflect her personal engagements with disability-affirmative sex education, restorative 
justice in domestic and sexual violence, and the intersections of kink/BDSM and disability, to 
name just a few. Her keynote focused on this last topic, discussing fetish, kink, and disabled 
sexualities, reframing how one may experience one’s disabilities through the lens of BDSM and 
kink, and allowing this to empower and transform oneself and self-identity. These themes were 
also referenced many times throughout the conference, and resonated with many attendees who 
had similar experiences. 

 
Some of Dr. Yau’s insights were expanded upon in a workshop hosted by Treasure Affia, 

“The Ethics of Cultural Translation in Sexuality Education: Whose Knowledge Counts?” 
Working from the basis that most sexuality education treats traditional Western frameworks as 
normative, Affia asked us, as sexuality educators, to deeply examine our own preconceived 
notions and beliefs about what we teach and how we teach it. Drawing on the distinction 
between cultural sensitivity and cultural justice, Affia led the audience through a series of 
exercises that give sexuality educators tools to ensure that cultural justice is fully upheld in their 
work. These tools include identifying who curricula is aimed towards (and who is excluded), 
whose knowledge is incorporated into curricula, how to teach consent that addresses both 
individual choice and structural barriers, incorporating multiple definitions of pleasure, and co-
creating meaning through reflection and community participation. Ultimately, by keeping these 
tools in mind, sexuality educators can continue to contribute to greater liberation for all. 

 

https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1213


Chambers and Prior – https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1213  39 

Journal of Positive Sexuality, Vol. 12, No. 1, April 2026  ©2026 Center for Positive Sexuality 

Our next session incorporated concrete ways of doing the above. Aubri Lancaster’s talk, 
“Asexuality and Sexual Attitudes: Distinguishing Cultural Values from Personal Interest,” 
brought attention to the distinction between cultural and personal attitudes towards sexual 
activity, which often get conflated in the literature surrounding asexuality. Lancaster cautions us 
against equating general cultural attitudes around sex (whether we are sex-positive, sex-negative, 
or sex-neutral) with personal attitudes (whether we personally would engage in sexual activity or 
not); in doing so, Lancaster allows for the development of a framework that captures asexuality 
in all of its nuances. Similarly, in her talk “Can you… Do it?: An Exploration of Sex and 
Disability,” Samantha Slawson problematized the idea of ‘disability’ by noting all of the ways in 
which numerous helping professions stereotype, and only provide certain types of care to, 
disabled individuals. Disabled individuals are often infantilized, seen as non-sexual beings, and 
treated as a ‘walking symptom’ rather than a complex individual capable of feeling and pleasure. 
Slawson encourages sexuality educators to incorporate numerous ways of experiencing pleasure 
that both include, and in some ways center, the disabled body.  

 
The final session included an ethical discussion of AI use and its connections to sex work, 

by Emily LaRosa. Dr. LaRosa posed the question of whether “machines” can simulate intimacy, 
and what happens when we use apps like ChatGPT or other similar devices to create intimacy 
rather than encounters with actual people. She discussed that these devices might be able to 
replicate some aspects of intimate human relationships, and may be helpful to those who are 
disabled, unable to find a partner, or would like to practice verbal sexual engagement before 
actually being intimate with another human. Still, these devices cannot actually replicate real 
human experiences, especially sexual experiences, because of the inherent biases that are built 
into such systems, forcing an algorithm that is always compliant and willing rather than the 
nuanced and unique reactions one would expect from human encounters. Dr. LaRosa concluded 
that such applications should complement human interactions rather than supplant them, and that 
stakeholders should have more input into the design, use, and regulation of such devices. 
 
 The very last presentation in the final session was an open discussion on positive 
sexuality and professional ethics, led by Andrew Pari. Highlights from the conference were 
discussed, as well as proposed future topics that the theme inspired in the remaining attendees. 

 
We thank the presenters and attendees and hope everyone enjoyed the presentations, and 

hopefully left with some new information and skills. 
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the submission has not been previously published and/or is not currently under review elsewhere; (5) 
any pertinent information about the approval or regulatory process for human subjects research; (6) 
any acknowledgements that the authors would like to include for publication. 

● A fully-blinded manuscript, including: (1) the title of the manuscript; (2) a brief abstract, 100 words or 
less; (3) the body of the manuscript; (4) references 

● Tables or figures can be submitted in separate files in either Microsoft Word or Microsoft Excel 
format, or embedded in the manuscript. If tables or figures are being submitted separately, please 
provide the preferred location as a reference note within the manuscript. 

 
Manuscripts will be reviewed initially by the Editor-in-Chief and/or Associate Editors. Appropriate 
manuscripts will then be sent out for double-blind peer review by at least two reviewers. While not always 
possible, the Journal of Positive Sexuality strives to return editorial decisions within two months of 
submission. 
 
Editorial decisions may include acceptance, minor revisions, major revisions, or rejection. In the case of 
requested revisions, authors will be asked to resubmit their revised manuscripts within two months. When 
submitting a revised manuscript, authors will also be asked to provide a detailed response to the reviewers. 
 
Accepted manuscripts will be copy edited, and proofs will be sent to authors for correction and approval prior 
to publication.  
 
To submit manuscripts for review or inquire about submissions, please email 
submissions@journalofpositivesexuality.org. 
 
For all other questions, comments, or concerns, please email info@journalofpositivesexuality.org. 
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