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Autism and  
Sexuality 
Education

CenteringPleasurein  
Prevention

MorriganHunter,MA, MSW  
(they/them,fae/faer)

● Disabled, agender, white, social worker focusing on making systems 
changes to address violence towards disabled people/ people with 
disabilities

● Lived experience navigating service systems as a disabled survivor

● Living on occupied land of the Peoria, the Bodwéwadmi, the Myaamia, 
the Očhéthi Šakówiŋ, the Hoocąk, and the Kiikaapoi. My family lives on 
occupied land of the Shoshone-Bannock and Eastern Shoshone

● Please introduce yourselves if you would like, share only what you are 
comfortable sharing

Introductions

GroupAgreements

● Feel free to turn off your camera and do what you do need to be 
engaged

● Speak your truth responsibly and listen to understand

● Be willing to do things differently - experience discomfort, but let us 
know if you have any unmet access needs

● Facilitator does not have all the answers, collectively we can find 
answers (this may cause some discomfort)
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GroupAgreements(continued)

● Expect and accept non-closure

● Confidentiality, share lessons but not stories

● Respect - treat others as they wish to be treated

● Make room for quieter voices

● Practice curiosity, we are here to learn from each other

● Acknowledge power dynamics in the space

Content warning-thisworkshop/webinar  
includesdiscussionofeugenicsandabuse  
including sexual assault. Please take 
breaksasneeded andbegentle with  
yourself.

Agenda

● Whatdoessexedfor Autistic  
people oftenfocuson?

● Whatdo Autisticsurvivorssay  
theyneed?

● Howare consentandpleasure  
connected?

● Howcancentering pleasurein  
sexedhelpAutisticsurvivorsand  
preventfutureabuseofAutistic  
people?
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DiscussionActivity1

Whatwashelpfulaboutthe sexed youreceivedasayoung 
person?

What wasnothelpful?

What is one thing that you wish had been different about the sex 
edyou receivedasayoungperson?Or, if you didn’treceivesexed, 
what would have been helpful to learn about sexuality when you 
were young?

● The following are primarily examples from the United States 
which was the birthplace of much of the eugenics movement

● Francis Galton (1822-1911) coined the term eugenics, basedon  
idea that people from “better classes” should be having more 
children, that the government should prevent other classes of 
individuals from having children

● Fear of growth of “unfortunate classes”

● This included the poor, criminals, sex workers, Global Majority, 
and people with disabilities

○ Mental age theory

What isEugenics?

● Intertwined with movements toward racial segregation to  
prevent intermarrying

● Fear that providing “indiscriminate charity” would lead to 
increase of “unfortunate classes”

● Restrictions of marriage licenses based on family history of 
disability

● Buck v Bell 1927 allowed forced sterilization to prevent children 
(has never been overturned)

What isEugenics?(continued)
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● 2001-Doe ex rel. Tarlow v.D.C three women with intellectual disabilities
brought a suit against the city on the grounds that they had been forced
to have surgeries (two abortions andone eye surgery)against their will.

○ Judge Kavanaugh ruled, “accepting the wishes of patients who lack, 
and have always lacked the mental capacity to make medical 
decisions does not make logical sense” (Leibson & Cokley, 2018).

● 2007- “Ashley Treatment”- hysterectomy and estrogen treatment to 
prevent six year old girl with disability from physically maturing so she 
would be easier to care for.

●

ThePresentReality of Eugenics

● 2006-2010- Forced sterilizations of at least 148 women in two California 
prisons.

● 2016- Inher book, To Siri With Love: A Mother, Her Autistic Son, and the 
Kindness of Machines, Judith Newman states that she wants to get power 
of attorney when her Autistic son turns 18 so that she can make him get a 
vasectomy.

● 2020- Forced sterilizations at ICE detention centers

● Some states have policies for the rationing of care, including ventilators,  
that values the lives of abled people over people with disabilities.

● Eligibility requirements for Medicaid and SSI can make it difficult for people 
with disabilities to get married or openly have relationships.

ThePresentReality of Eugenics(continued)
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● Autisticsexualityviewed asaproblem(MacKenzie,2018)

○ “Hypersexual”

● Pathologizingasexuality

● Pathologizing interests inkinkandBDSM “paraphilia”

● Pathologizing the sexuality of disabled people (particularly
those are who Global Majority, 2SLGBTQIA+, sex workers,
involved in criminal justice system)comesdirectly from the
historyof eugenics

What aresomeof thethemes in research on  
Autistic sexuality andsexuality education?

● Pathologizinglackof adherenceto cisheteronormative 
expressionsof sexuality

○ Assumption thatqueerness isdueto “social
deficits”  rather thananactual identity

● Blaming Autisticpeople for their ownsexual abuse 
(“social deficits”)

● But moreandmoreresearchers are listening to Autistic 
people andcreating moreaffirmingsexualityresearch!

What aresomeof thethemes in research on  
Autistic sexuality andsexuality education?

(continued)

● Sexualityeducation asatool of normalization or control

● Focusonteaching“masking”oradherenceto social  
norms

● Normalizing violence against Autistic people as an 
inevitableresultof “social deficits” ratherthanlooking at 
factorsthatcontributetoabuse of Autisticpeople

○ Perceiving abuse asaresultofpersonshortcomings 
on the part of Autistic people rather than as a 
systemicproblem

Howdoesthisshowupin sexuality education
for Autistic people?
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● Conflationof safetywith following socialrules

● Normalizationaroundsocialrules maysometimesalso  
extend topresuming cisheteronormavity,despitethe  
fact that Autistic people are much more likely to be 
2SLGBTQIA+

Howdoesthisshowupin sexuality education
for Autistic people? (continued)

Caveat

● This is not to say that all sexuality education for
Autistic people is this way but it is a trend that I
have observed

DiscussionActivity2

Ifyou receivedsexedasayoungperson, whatmessagesdidyou 
receiveaboutsexualassaultandinterpersonalviolence?

Whatmessagesdidyou receiveaboutwhowasresponsible?

Whatmessagesdidyou receiveabouthowto preventsexual 
assaultandinterpersonalviolence?

Whatdoyou wishyou hadbeen toldaboutsexualassaultand 
interpersonalviolenceasayoungperson?
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HowdoesthiscreateproblemsforAutisticpeople?

What doAutisticsurvivorssay theyneedfrom  
sexualityeducation?

-Based on findings from interviews with Autistic 
survivors from Foundations for Divergent Minds 
SecuringAutisticFutures from Endangerment(SAFE) 
study

YoucanlearnmoreaboutFDM or makeadonationto  
supporttheir work at this link  
https://divergentminds.org/

● AttributingtheabuseofAutisticpeopleto “socialdeficits” has 
similarconsequences asvictimblaminginother contexts

● In romantic relationships this might look like helping 
professionalsnotbelievingtheAutisticsurvivor,perceivingthe 
perpetrator as more credible, or taking sides with the 
perpetrator

● Friendsandfamilyof theAutisticsurvivormayalsobemore 
inclined to believe a perpetrator and see the perpetrator as 
more credible

● Thiscontributesto further isolation,abuse,andcontrol

The Consequencesof Victim Blaming

Barriersto ReceivingHelp

● A common theme in interviews with Autistic survivors is the 
experience of gaslighting, that is being told that they are 
responsiblefor theharmsthatother peopledotothemor that 
thoseharms arejustified bytheir need for supportfromthe  
perpetrator

● Domestic violence center workers who have unexamined 
ableismmaytell survivorstheyareresponsiblefor abusethey  
experience

● Manysurvivorsdescribedfeelinglikethey did notdeserve  
better because of messages thateverythingistheir faultand  
pastexperiencesresultingin lowexpectations
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How is ThisSupportedin OtherResearch?

● Research hasdemonstrated that perpetrators intentionally 
target Autisticandneurodivergentpeople(Gotbyetal.,2018).

● A 2023studybyPearsonet al.alsofoundthatAutisticpeople 
often felt it normal to experience abuse from people close to 
them, that they often felt pressure to mask, and that it often 
took a long time for Autistic people to recognize abuse. They 
alsofoundthatmore educationfor supportstaffcouldbe  
helpful.

Autistic Narrativesof Abuse

● In contrast to the idea that abuse is the result of “social 
deficits” Autistic survivors described how these rules of 
complianceandself-blame hadbeen taughtto themforma 
youngage,fromschools, friends,family,etc.

● They alsodescribedhowtheywere blamedfor abuse

● Moreover, muchof violence described bysurvivors relatedto
the devaluation of Autistic people as inferior (particularly for
Global Majorityand2SLGBTQIA+Autisticpeople)

● This is notsurprising givenhoweugenicshasshaped our
understanding ourdisability

What isHelpful?

● More understanding for anAutisticsurvivor’ssupportneeds

○ Sensoryneeds

○ Foodsensitivities

○ Need for space

● More supportfor socialandemotionaldevelopment, 
particularlyduring childhood

● Beingtaughttohave self-trustandsenseof self
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What isHelpful?(continued)

● Supportarounddeveloping apositiveidentity asAutistic, 
includingconnectingwithother Autisticpeople

○ Particularly thosewhoshare other intersectional  
identitiessuchasethnicityand2SLGBTQIA+

● Having better examplesofcommunication, boundaries, and 
more autonomyfromcaregiversasayoungperson

● Having better supportfromsupportprofessionals

● Having non-judgementalandaffirmingcommunity supports

DiscussionActivity3

Ifyou hadsexed asayoungperson,did you learnaboutconsent 
orpleasure?

What didyou learnabout pleasure?  

What didyou learnabout consent?

Whatdoyou wishyouhadlearnedaboutconsentandpleasure 
whenyouwere ayoungperson?

How does this connect to  
pleasure?

How are consent and pleasure  
related?

Why is it important to center
pleasure in sex ed for Autistic
people?
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● Manysurvivorsdescribedhavingtheir boundaries, needs, 
wants,andself-advocacydismissed

● Bothinsexualor romanticrelationshipsandin lifegenerally

● Manysurvivorsdescribedhowit wasdifficult to learnhowto  
advocate for what they wanted because they had had many 
experienceswhere they hadnotbeen allowedtoadvocateor  
setboundaries

● Pleasure,or pursuingthe thingsthat feltgoodandaffirming, 
wasvery oftendeniedto thesurvivorsdueto their  
circumstances

Pleasure

● Based onwhatthesurvivorssaid,Ibelieve it isvery difficult if  
not impossible, to meaningfully teachconsentwithoutan  
emphasis on recognizing, validating and centering joyful, 
pleasurableexperiences

● Thismeans validatingwhatanAutistic personlikesanddoes 
not like

○ For examplesensoryneeds,need forroutineetc.

● Evenif thosethingsaredifferent thanwhatother people 
expect

ConsentandPleasure

● There has been much written about the concept of certain 
bodiesbeingmore deservingof sexual pleasurethan others,  
pertainingto identitiessuchasgender, race,age,disabilityetc.
adriennemareebrown. (2022,October 11)

● Because of thewaythatAutisticpeoplehavebeen infantilized 
and our sexual expression denigrated and pathologized, I 
would arguethatAutisticpeoplearealsooftennotseenas  
deservingof pleasure

● In fact many of the survivors described the feeling that they 
hadto toleratewhatever treatmentother peoplegavethem  
andthat they shouldnotexpectmore fromromanticor sexual  
partners

Sexual Pleasure
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● Most ofour interpersonalrelationshipsarenotentirely equal 
interms of theamountofpower heldbyeachperson

○ Thingsthatcancontribute to power differences include 
race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, age, class, 
disability,etc.

● Powerdifferencescanmakeit easieror more difficult for 
someonetoadvocatefor or accessthethingstheyneed

● Someonewithmore power maynotalwaysbeawareof these 
difficulties.Buildingawareness isessential topreventing  
inadvertentabuseof power.

What areInterpersonal Power Imbalances?

● When oneperson’s pleasure is seenasmore valid than
another’sthatcreatesapower imbalance

● Many of the survivors described power imbalances in their
relationships with others (family, friends, and romantic and
sexual relationships)

● They describedhowthelackof recognitionof apower  
imbalanceandtheabuseof power contributedtotheir own 
mistreatment

○ For example,gaslightinganddenyingtheneedsand 
experiencesof the Autisticsurvivor

Consent, Pleasure, andPower

● Sexual healtheducationfor Autisticpeoplecanhelptoaddress  
this

○ Providingopportunitiestopracticeadvocatingfor whatthey  
need, recognizingtheimportanceofhowtoaddressconflicting 
accessneeds

○ Validating Autistic needs and experiences, including gender 
identity, sexual orientation, relationship style (such as ethical 
non-monogamy), andsexualexpression (suchaskinkor BDSM)

○ Providingeducationabout internalizedableismandother isms

CenteringPleasurein Sex Ed
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● Sex ed for Autistic people that is liberatory and centers 
pleasurewouldtakeaneurodiversityaffirmingapproach  
ratherthan aneuronormativeapproach.

● Thismeans focusingonteaching consent, boundaries,
self-advocacyratherthan teaching Autisticpeoplehowto  
engageinsociallynormativebehaviors

○ Justbecause somethingisanormdoesnotmean that it is 
consensual

○ For example, norms around hugging,shaking hands,
eye-contact mayconflict withaperson’sownbodily
autonomy

CenteringPleasurein SexEd(continued)

● Manyof thesurvivorsIintervieweddescribedtheir own  
journey towardunlearning internalizedoppression, to stop  
blaming themself for the abuse they experienced and to 
recognizethatdespitewhattheyhadbeen taughtwhenthey 
were younger,thattheydeservedbetter.

● Manyof themdescribedhowbetter sexedwouldhave helped

● Iwanttoenvisionaworldwhere survivorsdonothaveto  
struggle for years,decadesto findthesupportandcommunity 
thattheyneed to healandunlearnthe internalizedoppression  
taughtbyabusive systems

CenteringPleasurein SexEd(continued)

● Explore the sexual health resources created by Sexual Health 
Equity for Individuals with Intellectual and Developmental 

Disabilities (SHEIDD)

● Proud and Supported Series

● Amaze is a great resource on sex ed for middle school youth

● One of my favorite sex ed curricula (for inclusion and 

accessibility) is Sexuality for All Abilities

Sex EdResources
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● Training module on providing services to Autistic survivors of 
sexual assault on college campus

● In Portland, Oregon I helped to create puberty education 

library kits for parents of Autistic youth. Consider if something 

like that would be helpful in your community.

Sex EdResources (continued)

● Is the educator disabled themselves/ a person with a 
disability?

● Does the information promote supported decision making, 
pleasure, and dignity of risk?

● Does the information promote mental age theory, restriction 
and control, and pathologization of sexual expression?

● Does the information align with the 10 Principles of Disability 
Justice?

Evaluating SexEdCurricula

● In schools-do young people who receive special education 
services have access to sex ed?

● In organizations that provide supports to disabled people-are 
staff trained to provide support and education around sexuality 
(this includes employment services)?

● In healthcare-Is the physical space and online patient portal 
accessible to people with a range of access needs? Do 
providers know how to interact with people with disabilities in a 
trauma informed way, including around sexuality?

HowCan YouHelpto PromoteSex Edfor  
Autistic andother Disabled People?
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● For people in your own life-modeling consent and bodily autonomy 
is very helpful

● Respecting a person’s no, however they communicate (words, 
gestures, AAC etc.)

● Not making assumptions about whether or not someone will want 
to be a parent (people with disabilities can be great parents)

● Recognizing that disabled people can be queer, trans, ace, 
polyamourous, kinky etc.

● Treating disabled adults as adults, teens as teens

○ Don’t infantilize them

HowCan YouHelpto PromoteSex Edfor  
Autistic andother DisabledPeople?(continued)

● Providing liberatory sex ed is one piece to helping Autistic 
survivorsbutthere aremanyother components to addressing  
thissystemicissue

● Access tosafe,affordablehousing

● Access toaffirmingtherapists(particularlyfor Global Majority 
and2SLGBTQIA+survivors)

● Access todisabilitysupports, includingsupportsaround 
executivefunctioning

● Better supportandcompensation fordisabilitysupport  
workers whoareoften underpaidandunderappreciatedand 
often Global Majoritywomen

SystemicChanges BeyondSex Ed

● Supportiveindividualswhowill listentoasurvivorandhelpon 
theterms thatthesurvivorneedsratherthanforcinghelp

● BelievingAutisticpeoplewhentheysay they areabused  
(particularlychildren)

● More supportsfor parents raisingAutisticchildren,  
particularlythosewhoareAutisticthemselves

● More opportunitiesforAutisticpeople(particularlyyoung  
people)to connectwiththeAutisticcommunity anddevelopa 
positiveidentity asAutistic

SystemicChanges BeyondSex Ed(continued)
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