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Quill R. Kukla’s most recent book, published by Norton Shorts, moves beyond academic
philosophy’s preoccupation with consent in sexual ethics. Cutting through now-familiar discourse
on necessary and sufficient conditions, Kukla gives sustained theoretical attention to the intuitive
idea that sex should respect and enhance agency, and they lay the foundation for a sexual ethics
that prioritizes pleasure over prohibition. In the opening chapter, Kukla writes that their goal is to
“use my philosophical toolbox to write about sex in ways that are concrete and useful” (5). They do
just this: providing tangible suggestions and norms for everyday application, while advancing the
literature on thorny issues including sexual agency for people with physical or cognitive
disabilities, sex work, and BDSM. Philosophically rich as it is accessible, Sex Beyond “Yes” is a
must-read for anyone concerned with having good sex.

Kukla opens with the idea that the traditional consent framework is inadequate for enabling
good sex. Consent is not only insufficient (one can consent to something unpleasant, after all), but
a narrow focus on consent flattens sexual communication, perpetuates ideologies enmeshed in
heteropatriarchy, and struggles to explain ongoing sexual permission. They tap into speech-act
theory to support their argument that consent, with its characteristic emphasis on one-sided
requests, isn’t the right sort of communication to reign over sexual ethics. Other types of speech
such as suggesting, asking, and inviting seem better attuned to our typical modes of (good) sexual
negotiation, where mutual desires are in conversation. Nevertheless, sex must always be
consensual. That is, everyone involved must be freely participating and communicating to
everyone else that they are freely participating, where an absence of this signaling would end the
activity.

Instead of ameliorating consent, Kukla argues that good sex requires all kinds of good
scaffolding: conditions that “[give] something strength and stability by supporting it from multiple
directions simultaneously” (17). Consider how access to contraceptives is form of scaffolding safe,
agency-enhancing sex. Throughout the book, Kukla explores various kinds of scaffolding to
support sexual agency in a whole host of cases to build the argument that good sex, although
complex and perhaps even inherently risky, should and can be accessible for all. In contrast to

seeing sexual ethics as something inherently private, likely between two rational, autonomous
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agents (likely a man and a woman), Kukla explores how our “communal, material, educational,
legal, and interpersonal surroundings” can all support agency well or poorly (39). For instance, no
matter how well-educated or skilled at communication someone is, being “trapped in a brightly lit
room in an institution” precludes the possibility of good sexual agency (40). Social conditions
matter.

Teasing out the difference between autonomy and agency, Kukla gives particular attention to
the sort of scaffolding that would support imperfect autonomy. This varies across contexts, from a
long-term partner who can utilize “a rich understanding of their partner’s past, and clearly
established exit conditions” (62), to a culture that doesn’t shame people for their sexual
preferences. Education plays a large role in creating this sort of culture. Kukla criticizes both
liberal and conservative sex education for neglecting to teach young people how to explore
sexuality with careful curiosity—the former through its focus on preventing rape and the latter
through its focus on preventing any sex at all. Although Kukla gives particular attention to
questions of cognitive decline, intoxication, power differentials, and disability in navigating
autonomy, they point out that humans are never fully rational, autonomous agents. Ethical sex
would be impossible with perfect autonomy as a necessary condition. Nevertheless, Kukla is clear
there are cases where autonomy is so imperfect (such as in a parent/child relationship) that no
amount of scaffolding could allow for ethical sex.

Although the aim of the book is to theorize good sex, Kukla gives necessary attention to
investigating rape culture. They argue this culture is shaped by a commodity model of sex, which
sees sexual goods as something that men must acquire from women—often through persuasion,
sometimes through force. Denying a tacit condemnation of men, or masculinity, in general, Kukla
pushes back against a gender logic that positions women as prey and men as predators, and links
this model to social scripts that position men’s bodies as “weaponized, feared, and loathed” (91).
This characterization itself is harmful to men’s ability to exercise sexual agency. Although very
willing to put pressure on certain familiar progressive narratives, Kukla is careful not to diminish
the very real danger of sexual assault for women. For instance, they note that the prevalent notion
of dangerous men in the woods functions to keeps women at home, where they are statistically
more likely to experience violence than from strange men in public. Ultimately, Kukla argues that
dismantling rape culture involves reimagining all kinds of faulty social scripts.

Further exploring the social components of sexual ethics, Kukla argues that even sex work can
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be agency-supporting with substantial scaffolding. Although the difference between consent in
sexual contracts and in everyday life makes for a grey area, and sex work is inherently risky, many
of the ethical issues at play are social justice and infrastructure problems that aren’t unique to sex
work. Regarding the unique difficulties of sex work, insofar as it involves “intimate, embodied
joint activity,” Kukla suggests that other work such as healthcare provides a model for scaffolding
exit conditions, and emphasizes that as with any sexual activity, extensive sexual negotiation is key
(104-05). In a similar vein, Kukla explores kink practices, including contentions areas such as
consensual nonconsent and master/slave relationships. Although they note that more intensive
consent practices tend to be normalized in kink communities, there are still genuine ethical
concerns worth addressing. Certain kinds of power play, for example, can be “complicit in toxic
social norms” (128). However, in risky situations, risk must be understood and managed, not
necessarily avoided. They argue that power play, consensual nonconsent, and BDSM generally can
all bring joy and expand agency, but only with “careful negotiation and good scaffolding,” which is
true of sex generally (132).

Kukla ends the book by returning to the opening idea: a sexual ethics that only considers
consent is not only insufficient, but unexciting. Our task is to create the social structures so that sex
can be safe, self-determined, shame-free, exciting, and pleasurable for everyone. Although Kukla
makes certain prima facie controversial claims, they don’t go as far as some contemporary theorists
in saying that consent is not a necessary condition for morally permissible sex. Ultimately, the
picture they present is aligned with progressive views on sexual expression and agency.

One strength of this book may also be its weakness: it is short and accessible. In my view, this
is strategic. Exploring the idea of scaffolding sexual agency as an ethical approach in a broadly
accessible manner is of great practical importance. However, the digestible format means that
Kukla doesn’t have time to provide meticulous philosophical justification—though their academic
record shows that they certainly could (and Kukla has previously explored issues with consent
related to the philosophy of language and non-enthusiastic agency in papers published in Ethics).
Another criticism of this book could be that its framework is too simplistic. Of course good sex
requires good communication and social structures that support people’s ability to safely and
autonomously exercise their agency, which requires social justice approaches to societal change.
The real question is how do we get there?!

This objection seems misplaced for two reasons. First, whether or not Kukla’s framework is
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intuitive, it is still a fresh take in philosophical sexual ethics. Hopefully it will pave the way for
more critical engagement. For instance, when sexual communication is often non-literal, how
accessible is good sex for neurodivergent people, who might navigate different styles of
communication or responses to mainstream social scripts? Could a harm-reduction approach of
making alternative pornography accessible for teens (as Kukla suggests in the book) be acceptable
given the conditions of heteropatriarchy? Kukla has provided academic philosophers with plenty to
gnaw on.

Second, Kukla does provide practical suggestions throughout the book. Perhaps the most
accessible suggestion is to adopt the norm of discussing exit conditions—safe words—in sexual
negotiation. Far from complicated or obscure, this form of scaffolding can be individually
instituted for a surefire way to improve the odds of a positive sexual encounter for all involved.
Will widespread adoption of this norm eliminate sexual assault, ambiguous sexual interactions, or
guarantee agency for everyone? No, not in one fell swoop. But it would certainly help people have
better sex, overall.

Sex Beyond “Yes” is a quick, joyful, and enlightening read for those who care about having
good sex. Far from leaving readers with a sense of dread at the intractability of sexual violence,
Kukla offers a hopeful framework through which to approach sexual ethics: consensual, clearly-

communicated, well-scaffolded sexual agency for everyone.

Christopher Sanford Beck, Dalhousie University
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