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Sex, lives and disability
What can disabled bodies teach us about sex, and why
should we listen? Katharine Quarmby reports.
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The images below contain nudity and may not be suitable to view at work.
Millie Dollar sashays onto the stage in a green, feathered dress to conclude the
evening’s entertainment with a sultry burlesque routine. The capacity audience at the
ornate Epstein Theatre in Liverpool is enraptured by her sensual beauty.
Burlesque, she says in an interview [http://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/real-life/rave-reviewsburlesque-babe-rare-976512/] ,

gives her a way of communicating through costume,

routine and dance – which she does with panache. What the audience can’t see
though is the hearing condition that means she must work hard to follow the beat
during her glamorous routine.
A number of disabled performers have taken to the stage to entertain mainstream
audiences in recent years, although in her routines Dollar (unlike some) does not refer
to either her hearing impairment or her depression, which she writes about with
candour and insight.
The internationally famed multi-disciplinary performer Mat Fraser has long explored
the relationship between disability, entertainment and sexuality. He is currently
appearing in the popular US TV series American Horror Story. He said in a recent
interview: “When you are disabled the two things people think you can’t do are fight
and have sex…so I’ve got a black belt and I’m really good at shagging. The physical
pleasures in life are really important to me.”
Research has shown that disabled people are less likely to have a long-term partner
or marry than non-disabled people, although this is very dependent on impairment
type. When a 2014 newspaper poll

[http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/sep/28/british-sex-survey-2014-nation-lost-sexualswagger]

asked Britons if they had ever had sex with someone who had a physical

disability, 44 per cent said ‘No, and I don’t think I would’.
So how can we shift the negative images of disability and sexuality that still dominate
society’s attitudes? Disabled people and their allies have been campaigning for
change for decades. While it is not going to be easy, change is on the way, but with it
comes new controversies.
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A history of suppression
Disabled people’s sexuality has been suppressed, exploited and, at times, destroyed
over many centuries. It has been seen as suspect, set apart and different from the
sexuality of non-disabled people.
Dr Tom Shakespeare [https://www.uea.ac.uk/medicine/people/profile/tom-shakespeare] , a
disabled academic, wrote The Sexual Politics of Disability nearly 20 years ago. It
remains one of the few evidence-based studies in the field. “I think images of disability

and sexuality either tend to be absent – disabled people being presented as asexual –
or else perverse and hypersexual,” he says.
The key attitudes identified by Shakespeare appear as threads throughout myth and
literature, from classical times onwards. Disabled characters and their sexuality appear
relatively frequently in legends and texts but are usually harnessed to powerful
negative metaphors.
Consider the myth of Hephaestus, born ‘shriveled of foot’ and cast out from Olympus
by his mother. He is married off to the goddess Aphrodite, but she is unfaithful to him
because of his impairment, which unmans him in her eyes, and he is cuckolded and
scorned. This trope is repeated, much later, in D H Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s
Lover, where Lady Chatterley satisfies herself with the virile gamekeeper because her
husband is a ‘cripple’.
This scenario, where a disabled man is judged to have lost sexual power because of
his impairment and his sexual partner has carte blanche to seek solace elsewhere,
has become known as the ‘Chatterley Syndrome’.
As Shakespeare observes, disabled men (and, to a lesser extent, women), are
rendered impotent and sexless by disability, and thus are seen as unattractive and
vulnerable to mockery and exploitation. As Cicero wrote: “In deformity and bodily
disfigurement, there is good material in making jokes.”
This may explain an assumption often made in the past – that it was better to shield
disabled people from reaching out for sexual relationships rather than risk the potential
of being rejected. There was an expectation that disabled people’s sexual desires
should be set aside and ignored, because they should not – or could not – be
satisfied.
The second trope is that disability is a punishment wreaked for committing a sin and,
as such, the disabled person is a wholly unsuitable sexual partner because they are
evil and, paradoxically, powerful. One of the best examples is in William Shakespeare’s
Richard III, who is written as twisted in body and mind or, as he says of himself,
“rudely stamped” and rendered impotent by his physical limitations.
Disabled people have also been stereotyped as being hypersexual – a claim used
against women with learning difficulties in particular. This has led on to persistent
abuse of disabled women, particularly in institutions, where they have been routinely
raped and abused for centuries. Early 19th-century whistle-blowers gave evidence of
such maltreatment – which extended to rape and murder.
Another powerful archetype, Tom Shakespeare says, is the unconscious – and
sometimes conscious – attitude surrounding reproductive fitness that suggests having
a disabled partner is potentially contaminating as it could pass the ‘problem’ on to the
next generation.

Disabled people have challenged this on many levels: for example, sexual relations are
not all about procreation, not all impairments are inheritable, and many disabled
people accept their impairment and the possibility that it might be passed on. Deaf
(with a capital D) people, for example, consider deafness to be a culture, rather than
an impairment, and believe it should be embraced and celebrated.
With eugenics – a now-discredited social philosophy – Francis Galton pursued the
theory of contamination to its logical end. He argued, along with others who took up
his ideas, that people with disabilities (along with the poor and the generally ‘unfit’)
should be prevented from breeding.
The eugenics movement, which started in the UK, was taken up with enthusiasm in
the USA. By 1914 nearly two-thirds of US states had made it illegal for “feebleminded” and “insane” people to marry. The so-called ‘Ugly Laws’, first passed in the
1880s, prohibited the “unsightly” from being seen on the street at all. Between 1907
and 1928 thousands of Americans were sterilised.
The legitimisation of eugenic views throughout Europe and America ended in a logical,
if horrifying, outcome: the systematic murder of thousands of disabled people in
Germany after the Nazis came to power in 1933. By the end of World War II, it is
estimated that some 200,000 people with disabilities had been murdered.
Asexual, hypersexual, perverse and contaminated: these four damaging tropes from
history combine to form a bitter legacy for disabled people.
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The birth of the disability movement
The disability movement first started to challenge those attitudes in the USA in the
mid-to-late 1960s. The first disabled American war veterans were starting to arrive
back from Vietnam and pushing for inclusion. Students were also key to this new civil
rights battle.
Ed Roberts was the first student with significant disabilities to attend UC Berkeley in
California. In the early 1960s he and other disabled students formed a group, The
Rolling Quads, to advocate for UC Berkeley to become the first truly accessible
university. From that point onwards British disability activists have looked to UC
Berkeley, and to the USA more widely, for inspiration in the civil rights struggle,
including around the right to independent living.
Student activists wanted the right to have sex too. The nearby University of California
responded by founding a sexuality and disability centre, where sex therapists could
give advice and facilitate contact with ‘sex surrogates’, as they became known.
Although prostitution was outlawed in almost all US states, the legal status of sexual
surrogates was (and still is) undefined – meaning the sexual services they offer are
technically neither legal nor illegal.
Disabled writer Mark O’Brien studied English and journalism at UC Berkeley and was
commissioned by a magazine to interview disabled people about their sex lives in the
1980s. This led him to explore his own sexuality. He wrote in The Sun magazine
[http://thesunmagazine.org/issues/174/on_seeing_a_sex_surrogate] :

“I wanted to be loved…held,

caressed, and valued. But my self-hatred and fear were too intense. I doubted I
deserved to be loved… Most of the disabled people I knew in Berkeley were sexually
active, including disabled people as deformed as I. But nothing ever happened.”
O’Brien eventually saw a sex surrogate, Cheryl Cohen Greene, and lost his virginity
with her. They became life-long friends. Two films were made about him – the Oscarwinning short Breathing Lessons and The Sessions. He had five years of happiness
with the writer Susan Fernbach before his death in 1999. Mark O’Brien’s struggle to
affirm his right to sexuality has become iconic in the wider campaign for sexual rights
for disabled people.
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Towards sexual citizenship
“Supporting disabled people to find partners and enjoy sex brings me endless joy and
satisfaction,” writes Dr Tuppy Owens, a sex therapist and author of Supporting
Disabled People with Their Sexual Lives: A clear guide for health and social care
professionals [http://www.jkp.com/uk/supporting-disabled-people-with-their-sexual-lives.html] .
She’s campaigned for 20 years to boost disabled people's confidence and access to
sexual services. Among other services, she runs the Sex and Disability helpline, the
TLC website [http://www.tlc-trust.org.uk/links.php] (which connects disabled people to
sexual services), and the Outsiders Club, a social club for disabled people looking to
make friends and find partners. She also runs an online club for peer support and the
Sexual Respect Toolkit website to support those who work in healthcare or social care
to initiate conversations about sex.
The stories are genuinely moving. One woman used the help of a peer supporter to
ask for her catheter to be re-sited. The woman is quoted: “My catheter was fitted so I
could wear a bikini, but awkwardly positioned for having sex. When I pointed out to
my consultant that I preferred sex to sunbathing, he said ‘OK, let’s reposition it then’.
As a result, my husband and I have had a lot more fun!”

Owens’ book gives a sense of the vibrant emergent scene for disabled people, as well
as providing practical advice about things such as sex toys suitable for people with
different impairments. These include vibrating cushions, remotely controlled
masturbation devices and vibrators with long handles for people who could not
otherwise reach.
Owens is one of many people across the world working to provide opportunities for
disabled people who want to access sexual services. Rachel Wotton, a sex worker
from Australia, is a founding member of Touching Base [http://www.touchingbase.org/] , a
charity that has connected sex workers to disabled people since 2000. Similar
schemes have since been set up in Canada and in New Zealand.
Wotton mounts a strong defence of the sex industry and its role in providing services
to some disabled people: “For some people with disabilities, they only have one life,
and to wait around for society to say ‘I will date someone with cerebral palsy’ – well,
when you see some of my clients, their prospects of getting a partner are limited, if
not nil,” she says. “If they choose to see me, that’s OK. Society should change its
ways, too, but people with disabilities should have all the rights that people without
disabilities have. It’s not an all-or-nothing thing.”
In some countries where legislation around sex work is permissive (e.g. Holland,
Germany, Denmark and Switzerland), there is a flexible attitude towards services for
disabled people. In Holland, as in Denmark, social workers ask disabled clients
whether they need any support with their sexuality and may even fund limited
numbers of visits by sexual assistants or sex workers.
The pioneer of the continental ‘sexual assistant’ model is a Dutch woman, Nina de
Vries. In a Skype interview from her home in Potsdam, she explained how physically
disabled people started asking her to give them erotic massages in the 1990s (she
does not offer penetration or oral contact). This work grew and grew. Eventually De
Vries was asked to speak about her work to the media and at conferences.
In 2003 the Swiss charity Pro Infirmis [http://www.proinfirmis.ch/de/home.html]
[http://www.proinfirmis.ch/de/home.html] asked

her to train a more formal network of ‘sexual

assistants’ in Zurich, triggering considerable resistance from religious groups and
some disabled people. The charity drew back from the work, although another
organisation does now offer a similar service in Switzerland, and others are available in
France. A rather clinical masturbation service called White Hands
[http://www.whitehands.jp/e.html]

has been available to some disabled men in Japan since

2008.
De Vries now works with people with learning difficulties and dementia, although she
readily admits there are concerns about capacity and consent. “I work with people
who are not able to communicate verbally, but they can say a clear ‘no’ or ‘yes’ by

using their body, sounds or facial expressions.” She has turned down clients where
she thinks that there is not a clear wish for her services.
In Australia, Touching Base works with dementia and disabled people’s organisations
to develop consent guidelines. “There is a lot of discussion around consent at the
moment,” Wotton says. “In terms of dementia, we are looking at what people used to
do, when they are losing capacity.
“We talk a lot about informed consent, which is about understanding what you are
consenting to, of your own free will. Our responsibility is to learn how people are
communicating, whether it is with words, pictures or adaptive devices.”
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Nothing about us, without us
The fight for so-called sexual citizenship is not confined to the disability rights
movement. Campaigners demonstrate how sexual minorities are marginalised, denied
equal access and even criminalised in particular nations. But while there is a common
aim for sexual rights to be seen as fundamental, the means are in dispute.

Perhaps surprisingly, there appears to be little about sexual citizenship and the wider
questions it brings up in medical ethics journals, although ethicists do explore the
issues around disabled people’s access to paid sexual services.
The arguments include that because some people with disabilities cannot obtain sex
without paying for it, they should be exempt from any penalties arising from
prostitution – and that the state should even meet the costs. Others argue that sexual
needs are not de facto a right and that, at best, volunteer organisations should meet
people’s need to have sex. Examining the potential harms of prostitution, one ethicist
concluded that there may be a narrow benefit towards granting a ‘right’ towards
sexual pleasure.
But where are the voices of disabled people themselves in this – in the words of
disability activists, who first coined the phrase, ‘nothing about us, without us’?
Some disabled people argue that the state should decriminalise sexual assistance
services for people who are not able to have sex independently, and even fund them
to use these services. Others call for other forms of help, such as peer support on
subjects like how to regain sexual confidence after acquiring an impairment. There is
broad agreement that sex education should be more inclusive of disability. And
disabled people would like to challenge the negative attitudes that mean that they are
not seen as valid sexual partners.
In 2005, the magazine Disability Now found that [http://www.disabilitynow.org.uk/article/sexrights-disability-and-some-ticklish-questions] [http://www.disabilitynow.org.uk/article/sex-rightsdisability-and-some-ticklish-questions] 37.6

per cent of disabled men would consider paying

for sex and that 16 per cent of disabled women would do the same – although a
minority in both genders, these figures are higher than those seen in the general
population. However, a number of prominent disabled British and American activists
profess themselves uncomfortable with the idea of paying for sex per se.
Dr Kirsty Liddiard [http://www.sheﬃeld.ac.uk/education/staﬀ/academic/kliddiard] , a disabled
sociologist from Sheffield University, recently interviewed a small number of disabled
men who have paid for sex [http://sex.sagepub.com/content/17/7/837.abstract] . Their
reasons included gaining sexual skills and experience, invigorating the body, having
something to chat to male friends about, and a sense of independence. Such
reasons, she concludes, “take us far beyond the usual discourse of ‘men – especially
disabled men – need sex’,” adding: “Quite often men would conflate sex with
intimacy, hence dissatisfaction and being left with the feeling of wanting more.”
Although she believes that the legalisation of sex work would make it a safer form of
employment for women, she adds: “I think the focus on sex work is because we live in
a patriarchal culture where men’s desires are more nurtured. My research shows that
disabled men, growing up, had more space to speak about their sexuality than young
disabled women, who reported that they couldn’t claim their sexuality.”

Alex Ghenis, an American disability advocate and former dating and relationships
columnist, is unconvinced: “It commodifies sex in terms of an action. It makes it so
society can check this box that men are getting laid, so we don’t have to have
broader social change – we are giving them sex through a brothel, so we don’t have
to change our social attitudes around socially excluded people with disabilities.
“And it pities and coddles us, as if we are being given things that will assuage us...
rather than have society change around us,” Ghenis adds.
Mik Scarlet, a disabled TV presenter and musician influenced by punk and Goth
culture, is currently ‘agony uncle’ at the disabled people’s organisation Enhance the
UK. It runs Love Lounge [http://enhancetheuk.org/enhance/the-love-lounge/] , a website that
offers advice on sex and relationships to disabled people. “Imagine this,” he says. “I’m
disabled, growing up in Luton, and it’s now legal for me to go to a brothel – to have
sex for money – because apparently that’s the only way I’m going to lose my virginity.
“Instantly, my relationship with sex is distorted, and it means that everyone I meet
afterwards is going to say, ‘He’s disabled, that means he’s paid for sex; I don’t want to
go to bed with someone who’s paid for it.’ You’ve reinforced the fact that you can’t
give it away because you’ve paid for it.”
“We are reinforcing the idea that some people are too hideous and too disabled to
have sex like the rest of us, and so they have to pay for it. And why is it OK to oppress
women, to make their bodies a commodity? It’s not all right just because we are on
wheels. I want to live in a world where I am perceived as viable a sexual partner as
anybody else.”
And he is concerned about consent issues around sex work for some disabled
people, however benign the aim. “If someone is on a level of disability where they are
not able to give consent, if they can’t say yes – and there are many ways of doing so
– then that’s it.
“You have to protect people. I’m afraid whether you like it or not, it is not their right to
have sex. Lots of people who are not disabled do not have sex. It is not a right.”
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Wider issues
Most debates around sex and disabled people in the mainstream press mirror those
of medical ethicists, by focusing on whether disabled people have the ‘right’ to pay for
sex. But this is just one small part of the overall picture.
Disabled academics and activists paint on a much larger canvas, writing about issues
such as consent around mental capacity, the forced sterilisation of disabled people,
the rights of disabled people in institutions to have sex and be free from sexual abuse,
and the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) disabled people.
Dr Ju Gosling [http://www.ju90.co.uk/] is a disability rights activist and the author
of Abnormal: How Britain became body dysphoric and the key to a cure
[http://www.ju90.co.uk/abbook.htm] , a book that exposes the treatment of those with
‘abnormal’ bodies. “Most women we know are looking for a relationship, and disabled
people are no different,” she says. She has concerns that women with learning
difficulties are prevented by those around them from having sexual relationships
because they are vulnerable to exploitation.
She is also a campaigner for LGBT rights, and estimates that one-third of LGBT
people have impairments. The barriers facing LGBT people with disabilities can be
very different to those of LGBT people without disabilities, says Gosling – particularly
when they depend on support from personal assistants or carers, some of whom will
not approve of their sexuality and will even attempt to control it.

She gives the example of supported housing for people with learning difficulties where
heterosexual partners are permitted to stay overnight, but gay or trans partners aren’t.
Later in life, people may move into care homes where their sexuality is also frowned
upon. “This is about someone’s right to be who they are,” she says. “People should
not have to hide their love any more.”
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A way forward
Mik Scarlet thought, as many teenage boys would, that his sex life was over when his
spine collapsed in his teens and he was no longer able to get an erection. Meeting
lesbian friends soon after rescued him, he says. A few years later, he met Diane
Wallace, and they’ve been together for over 20 years.
“I know that sex is so much more than penetration,” he says. “Lots of disabled people
have sex like everybody else, but for some of us our sex is not like everybody else –
but that doesn’t mean it’s less. You can make somewhere else your erogenous zone,
for instance, if you don’t have sensation in your genitals any more.”
“There is so much ignorance,” says Diane. “People assumed our sex life was over
because Mik was disabled. But there was a raw sexuality about Mik; he was so easy
and confident.”

In 2003 Penny Pepper published Desires Unborn, a ground-breaking book of short
erotic stories featuring disabled people. “I do feel I can talk about sex in an open and
relaxed way that I don’t see with many non-disabled people,” says Pepper. “I think it’s
because we’ve had to confront these issues about body image and that’s a good
place to be.”
She cites, for example, the fact that she was able to ask a former personal assistant
to place her and her then partner in a position for sexual intercourse: “It involved
chairs, he was visually impaired, maybe it’s a comedy sketch!” But, she adds: “Sex
has a central role as a pathway to pleasure. There is so much pressure on everybody
who is outside the body beautiful stereotype [whether they are disabled or not].”
At UC Berkeley the Disabled Students’ Union is continuing to push boundaries and
has hosted no-holds-barred panel discussions for students and academics, entitled ‘
[https://www.facebook.com/groups/2219590487/] Are

Cripples Screwed?

[https://www.facebook.com/groups/2219590487/] ’ [https://www.facebook.com/groups/2219590487/]

. They examine issues surrounding disability, love and sexuality.
In a documentary about the panels [http://www.ablehere.com/media-gallery/67-sex-ableddisability-uncensored.html?category_id=23] ,

one student who had been dating a non-

disabled woman was particularly touched, he said, when “she suggested we had sex
in my wheelchair. It was an ultimate act of acceptance.” A young disabled woman
talked eloquently about sex being “anything that I can get off on. This brings us back
into the human race.”
And that’s really the point. Disabled activists, patiently, are making some valid points
about sexuality that hold true for everybody.
When Mik Scarlet says that penetration is not sex, he’s speaking for older people, too,
or for women who don’t like penetration after sexual assault, or for men whose
penises have been amputated or damaged after cancer or injury. The fact that some
disabled people have developed erogenous zones in non-genital areas, such as the
shoulders or inside the mouth, is knowledge of use to everyone who would like to
extend their understanding of sexuality. Sexuality does not have to revolve around the
genitals, or indeed around heterosexual norms of penetration.
Liddiard found this the most empowering part of her research. “Disability and
impairment can invigorate sexuality, and disrupt our standard norms of gender and
sexuality. Disabled bodies give us the chance to think outside of the box, outside the
vision of penetration, the Hollywood view of sex.”
Disabled people, by defying some of the damaging myths around sex, may end up
liberating all of us.

Ten myths about sex and disability
(video)
An extra from Sex, lives and disability [/story/sex-disability]

Mik Scarlet runs down the biggest misconceptions around
sex and disability.
03 March 2015
Share

Disabled people can’t have sex. Disabled people have to pay for sex. Disabled people
aren't sexy.
Broadcaster and journalist Mik Scarlet tackles these myths and more in this tenminute film about sex and disability. For the transcript, scroll to below the film.
For more on alternate erogenous zones, see this other short film starring Mik
[https://mosaicscience.com/extra/make-new-erogenous-zone] .

Warning: this film includes content of a sexual nature.

Transcript

[Music]
Mik Scarlet [speaks throughout]: Hello, I’m Mik Scarlet, and I’m disabled. I’ve
been this way since I was six weeks old, but I started using my wheelchair at the ripe
old age of 15. One of the things that’s always struck me as strange about being
disabled is how uncomfortable many people are around the subject of disability and
sex. Some people will just come up to you and ask you the most personal of
questions in the most public of places, completely out of the blue. Or people just find
the whole subject a little bit, “Oh, no, no, it’s a bit icky.” This is to do, I think, with a real
lack of knowledge and understanding about the subject. And with that in mind, I
thought I’d explore some of the more commonly held myths and misconceptions
around disability and sexuality.
[Music]
Right, let’s have myth number one then, shall we? “Disabled people don’t want or
need sex.” It’s easy to see where this one comes from, because if you imagine a
disabled person in your head you think of someone that’s in need of caring, that’s
broken, but in some ways weak or helpless. Disabled people come across as being
asexual just because of the way society paints disability. This especially applies to
people with quite profound impairments or people with learning disabilities, who you
kind of think of as being like big children. The truth is that disabled people are just like
everybody else. We have all the same wants and needs, dreams and desires, lusts
and fantasies.
[Music]
“Disabled people can’t have sex.” It’s funny this one, because this one is a really
big myth. The truth is the majority of disabled people have sex just like everybody
else; they work just like everyone else. There are a few people that might have issues
like pain, and that gets in the way of feeling sexy. There are some people who have
impairments that mean they can’t move very easily, and sometimes getting into some
of the positions that mean sex is possible is quite difficult. But all of those people still
function totally normally, and they have sex just the same as the rest of the world.
There are a very small number of disabled people (and I count myself as one of those)
who have issues around the way their bodies work. I am very lucky, I can still feel all
my body, but I don’t have much motor movement in my genitals – so, in other words,
Mr Floppy stays floppy. The truth is, even if you break your neck right up high you can
still enjoy a sex life because there are ways of creating erogenous orgasmic zones all
over your body that you can feel that allow you to enjoy sex and reach orgasm. What
it is, really, is all disabled people can have sex; some might have to have sex that isn’t
the same as what you’d read in a textbook. And what you should be asking is ‘What
can we learn from disabled people?’ because some of the tricks that we use would
actually make non-disabled people’s sex lives much better.

[Cheering]
And the award goes to: because I’m disabled I have kinky sex [laughs]. “Disabled
people only have kinky sex.” Many people think that disability and kinkiness go
together hand in rubber glove – that is not necessarily true. Some disabled people are
obviously going to be into all manner of kinky stuff because some non-disabled
people are into all manner of kinky stuff. But there is no correlation between being
disabled and being kinky. Another big issue is that people think you must be kinky to
want to have sex with someone who is disabled – and this is really troubling, I think,
because it really insults all the people that go out with disabled people who are not
doing it because they’re disabled; they’re doing it because they like them and they
fancy them, just like everybody else. There are a very small number of people who are
into disabled people, but actually us disabled people think that’s a bit weird and we’re
not really into it.
“Disabled people only have sex with each other.” Funny one, this, because some
disabled people prefer to have sex with other disabled people. Why? Because they
share similar experiences and an understanding of each other’s life experiences. Other
disabled people actively choose not to go out with disabled people because they say,
“I don’t want to be a stereotype.” The majority of disabled people say, “Hey, I want to
fall in love with someone who I like, I want to have sex with someone I fancy. And I
don’t care if they’re disabled, I don’t care if they’re not disabled, it really doesn’t
bother me.” There is nothing about being disabled that says, “Hey, you have to have
sex with another disabled person.” It’s just a matter of taste.
Oh, “Disabled people aren’t sexy.” We’re back to the way that society thinks about
disability, aren’t we? We’re not sexy because we’re not thought of as sexy, and yet I
know loads of disabled people that are thought of as being very sexy. There’s a whole
new generation of young disabled models coming up who are pretty damn gorgeous.
It’s just the fact that society, sort of, says ‘disability is not sexy’. We are sexy, we can
be sexy – you gorgeous little creature. [Blows kiss]
Next, “Disabled people can’t have kids.” There is nothing about the majority of
impairments that impact[s] someone’s fertility at all. Most disabled people can have
children just like everybody else. There are a very small number of disabilities that do
impact on fertility but, even then, if you can’t have kids, even with the help of modern
science, you can adopt or foster.
What’s next? “Isn’t it wrong for disabled people to have children as they will
pass on their disability to their kids?” Well, no, it’s not wrong [laughs], mainly
because the majority of disabilities are not inherited, so they won’t be passed on. But
even those that could be passed on – who says it’s wrong to be disabled? Many
disabled people are very happy with their disability and are proud to be so. Anyway,
don’t you just love your kids whatever they are? [Makes boom sound]

“If I have sex with a disabled person, will I catch what they’ve got?” No, no, for
most of us our disabilities are not catching; they’re not sexually transmitted. There are
of course a few conditions that are, but we live in a world where safe sex should be
what we’re all having, so even those people should be fairly safe. Let’s face it, if you’re
having sex with me, you’re not going to catch being in a wheelchair off me – not
unless we’re having sex in my wheelchair and in the throes of passion you fall off and
break your back.
“Disabled people have to pay to have sex.” This is not true for the majority of
disabled people. There are some who pay for sex, and within those some people
actually claim that that is because they are disabled. But I think it says something very
troubling – not only about the way society sees disability, but also about how disabled
people see themselves. Because, really, what this is says is ‘disabled people are so
unattractive and unappealing that they have to pay to get intimate with someone’. The
truth is that most disabled people will go out and meet people, have a relationship,
just like anyone else. But there are some people who feel they haven’t got the skills or
the social skills, and so they want to go out and pay for sex. Is it wrong? Is it right?
That’s not for me to say, but it’s not true that all disabled people are only getting sex
when they’ve got the money to pay for it.
Last myth, please. [crowd sound] “Disabled people are a burden on their
partners.” I don’t know about you, but when I go down the pub or go to a club and I
was single and I was on the pull, I didn’t meet someone and go, “Oh, I know, in five or
ten years’ time I might have to look after them when they’re ill.” I mean, I’ve looked
after my wife just as much as she looks after me, but yet that is an attitude that a lot
of people have around disability. The majority of disabled people do not need much,
or any, care at all. There are a very small number that do need quite a high level of
care, but surely won’t they have it in place already? It’s not like they didn’t do anything
before they met you. But that attitude is so engrained in us that even disabled people
feel that way too.
So, there you go! I hope that my thoughts about disability and sexuality help you
understand the subject. I also hope that next time you’re out and meet someone
disabled, you won’t feel the urge to go up and ask them some very intimate question.
It might not embarrass you, but it embarrasses the hell out of us. What you’ve got to
remember is: when you meet someone that’s disabled, look past the impairment. And
you never know, you might be talking to the person that is the person of your dreams,
the person that you’re going to spend the rest of your life with – or just one really fun
night with.
[Music]
[Ends]
Film maker: Barry J Gibb [/people/barryj-gibb]

The fetish scene
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The theme of fetishism and disability came up in ribald and raunchy conversation
during the Talking Dirty session at the Unlimited festival
[http://unlimited.southbankcentre.co.uk/events/unlimited-stories]

held at London’s Southbank

Centre in September 2014.
A central theme of the festival, which celebrates disability arts in all its forms, was the
importance of sexuality. During that particular session, a number of prominent
disabled activists talked about the importance of speaking out about and celebrating
sexuality. One panel member praised the beauty of another participant’s particularly
well-shaped feet, saying she had been “given permission” to fetishise them. The
discussion was good-humoured and funny, and an insight into an area of sexuality
that has become increasingly of interest – and controversial – over recent years.
Mik Scarlet [http://mikscarlet.com/] , one of the panel members, spent some time in the
1990s partying at fetish clubs with his wife, Diane. “We found that disabled people
were accepted there. But when we talked about it on TV, it was presented as if ‘Diane
likes [having sex with] Mik because he’s a cripple, and she likes [having sex with]
cripples’. That taught us that when it comes to sex and disability, it can be presented
as a freak show, if you’re not careful.”
What they want to stress, instead, is that the fetish scene is far less likely to reject
people with impairments and that many people feel welcome in fetish clubs (some of
which make demonstrable efforts to be accessible to disabled people).
A fetish is broadly defined as having a strong sexual response to an object, behaviour
or type of person. People involved in the scene often self-define as ‘kinksters’. The
fetish scene is booming in many Western cities and there are growing online fetishist
forums, such as FetLife. As the British sex therapist Dr Tuppy Owens says in her new
book, Supporting Disabled People With Their Sexual Lives
[http://www.jkp.com/uk/supporting-disabled-people-with-their-sexual-lives.html] :

“Fetish clubs are

more welcoming to disabled guests than most night clubs, and I feel sure this is
because most disabled people and fetishists feel stigmatized.”

Some fetishes can become problematic for disabled people, however – for example, if
their impairment becomes the object of sexual arousal in a way they find disturbing.
There are many websites created by so-called ‘devotees’, usually men, who have a
sexual attraction to amputee women or those with other impairments. Sometimes
‘wannabes’ – who desire the amputation of a limb themselves (a condition known as
body integrity identity disorder) – also have a sexual attraction to amputees.
Some people with disabilities find this a tricky issue, but the reasons why are difficult
to summarise. Disabled people are often disturbed by devotees who are attracted to
an impairment per se, rather than the disabled person with the impairment. For
instance, some devotees will collect photos (or even take photos, without permission)
of disabled people’s body parts, to which they are ‘devoted’. Some might desire a
relationship with a disabled person – for instance, a wheelchair user – not to promote
their independence but to encourage their perceived helplessness.
Dr Kirsty Liddiard [http://www.sheﬃeld.ac.uk/education/staﬀ/academic/kliddiard] , a disabled
sociologist at the University of Sheffield, explains some of the complexities: “I’ve met
disabled women who like it [devoteeism] and were empowered by it – as empowering
as being an object of desire can be... but, again, in the context of disability, this is very
powerful. I've met disabled women (and men) who were disgusted by it.
“Where an objective desire excludes all else then it can enter problematic territory, but
objective desire is OK if both parties are aware and acknowledge this in the exchange.
Devoteeism can enter abusive territory very quickly, however.”
The unequal power dynamic manifests itself most clearly online, where you can find
websites on which desperate amputees in low-income countries offer photographs of
themselves and their impairments for sale to devotees – sometimes to pay medical
bills.
This feels dehumanising and ultimately disempowering for people who have to deploy
their impairment as a sex object for money. If a devotee is taking photos of disabled
people (in some cases, children) without permission, that is equally disempowering
and – akin to wolf-whistling in the street – makes their very presence sexualised,
whether they want it to be or not. The fact that it is disabled women, rather than men,
who are primarily the object of disability fetishism suggests a very disturbing trend.

Note on terminology: The author has used language that disabled people employ to
describe themselves in the UK. Terminology is different in other countries, so where
contributors from other countries have used different vocabulary, that has been
preserved. Any offence is inadvertent.
Author: Katharine Quarmby [/people/katharinequarmby]
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In 1989 Ellen Stohl, who had become a wheelchair user after a car accident,
appeared in an eight-page spread in Playboy magazine. She had pushed to do so,
she explained later, because it was important for her to express her right to sexuality.
“Sexuality is the hardest thing for a disabled person to hold on to,” she said in a TV
interview. “I am a woman more than a wheelchair.”
Regarding Playboy owner Hugh Hefner, she added: “He believed that I could have the
same sexual voice as women without disabilities.”
But despite pioneers such as Stohl, disabled women still face acute disadvantage
today. Kirsty Liddiard [http://www.sheﬃeld.ac.uk/education/staﬀ/academic/kliddiard] , a disabled
sociologist from Sheffield University, has written about how disabled women have
found it difficult to claim ‘positive sexual self-hood’, partly because of the lack of
positive role models in mainstream culture.
“Where we do – for example, in films and on television,” Liddiard writes, “we are
usually depicted as sexless, burdensome and pitiful…Disabled men could, more
easily, claim a sexual selfhood they were quite happy with despite the fact that we
think of masculinity as being rooted in strength.”
She adds, in an interview, that people idealise womanhood, and the tropes of
womanhood that are revered are unmanageable for all women but particularly so for
disabled women.
“They have to mediate those two issues – womanhood and disability – at the same
time, in a patriarchal world,” she says. “Disabled people have been largely silent about
this until recently, where it has been loudly and proudly placed on disability rights and
justice agendas.”
When it started (in the UK and USA), the disability movement was largely white, male
and dominated by those with physical impairments.

The well-known South African-born activist Vic Finkelstein, one of the founders of the
movement, said over ten years ago: “The visible prevalence of people using
wheelchairs in UPAIS [Britain’s first disability rights organisation] made some groups…
awfully suspicious of what we wanted to achieve.”
Baroness Jane Campbell, in an interview for my book Scapegoat: Why we are failing
disabled peopl [http://portobellobooks.com/scapegoat-2] e, said that the early days of the
disability rights movement could be justly characterised as “white and male”. The
privileging of male desire – by both disabled and non-disabled people – has to be
seen within this context. It is now being consciously questioned by a cadre of British
and American disabled women and male allies. (Many leading activists also identify as
lesbian, gay or bisexual and have to confront prejudice because of their sexuality as
well.)
But at least the conversation about the inequalities between disabled men and
women has begun. One person who freely acknowledges the problems is Alex
Ghenis, an American disability advocate. He has been instrumental in running panels
at UC Berkeley, California – entitled ‘Are Cripples Screwed?
[https://www.facebook.com/groups/2219590487/] ’

– that examine issues around disability, love

and sexuality. Although they have been pioneering for students and academics (men
and women alike), he notes that the road to sexual self-expression isn’t easy for
everybody.
“There’s a big spectrum out there, just as there is for able people too,” says Ghenis.
“Not everyone identifies as sexually worthy. Women with disabilities seem to have a
hard time, because society places such a premium on the sexy female body, whereas
there are women with nurturing personalities who might have a relationship with a
disabled man.”
Penny Pepper [http://www.pennypepper.co.uk] – whose book of erotic short stories,
Desires Unborn, explores the desires of both disabled men and disabled women –
wants to see equality of access for both sexes to sexual opportunities. She points out,
for example, that the campaign to legalise and improve access to brothels in the UK
has been, in the main, about satisfying male sexual desire.
She posits something different: “I have fantasised about a playhouse, where you can
experiment, where there are sex surrogates and sex furniture. This would be for both
men and women.”
Liddiard, for her part, also wants to get away from the “tired media conversation”
about whether accessible brothels should be legalised.
She says: “I want to talk about how women still live with constructed sexualities where
it is difficult to talk about pleasure, where their sexuality is suppressed, and where they
are not allowed to experiment or explore their sexuality.”

