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'For a couple of years | co-facilitated workshops about consent and got

} conveying some of the wisdom that I learned from listening to people talk about

consept. These conversations were really awesowme and belped me learn to define
consent and my boundaries. Thanks to everyone 1 have ever been in a workshop
with! Talking about.consent can be difficult at first, creating awkward situations.
But as you continue talking about your desires, it becomes easier and easier, and
for most a prerequisite to any sex that occurs.

Consent is a term that people have to define for themselves and people
define consent in a number of different ways. Here are some examples from past
workshops:

“Consent is never assumed, consent isn’t defined the same way by everybody,
consent is verbal, consent can be nonverbal inciuding body language, consent is
never assumed with strangers OR long term partuers, consent is an ongoing
process at each new stage, consent is only possible when healthy commumication
is possible.”

“Consent is knowing and respecting my personal and sexual boundanes and
learning, knowing, and respecting the boundaries of my partner.”

And anotber definition from the now defunct Blackthorn(lssue 3, 2004), a paper
from Portiand, OR.

“Consent is hard to define because there are many different levels of
communication (body language, flirting/innuendo, conversing, etc.) The only
way to be certain that there is consent is through explicit verbal communicatjon:
“Cauo i touch you here?” “yes/no you can/’t touch me there.”

There is no set definition of consent. Developing your own definition of consent
; . is an important part of the process of defining your desires and learning how to
J— communicate them to others.

¢ Healthy communication is a huge part of consent. Consent does not have to be a
process that involves stopping and asking the person that you are with if they are
okay all of the time or if it is okay if you touch them on the breast or on the
genitals—unless of course it needs to be that way. People communicate about
sex in different ways, some are more verbal than others, while some find talking
in the heat of the moment to be a real turn off. The important part is for you to
figure out what method works the best for you and the person or people you’re
with. Do you like it when someone asks before they kiss you or touch you in
sexy ways or would you prefer to have a conversation and negotiaté the kind of
sex you would like 1o have prior to even getting to the sex?
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(Of course, sometimes our desues may fal) along starkly gendered lines, in ways that may feel
uncomfortable to self-defined radicals who love to fuck with gender but can't seem to fuck without it.
We can get stuck in guilt and reject ourselves {or our illicit desires, just as christian anti-sex bullshit
wants us to, or we can stubbornly defend our most conventional longings withou( regards 10 the
patriarchal and abusive paiterns they may scem to uphold. Between this rock and hard place, the only
way I've beea able to find a place that feels good is just to talk with my parmers as hooestly as I can
about my desires and how [ feel about them and how they do or don't celate to my polilics, and go from
there. The point for me isn't to get our desires to coaform 1o our political aspirations- desire will never
submil to being civilized into such tidy ideologicat constructs. The poiat, as far as L see i, is (o set out
towards being &s consensual and as critical and honest and as self-loving ag possible. If there's any
beauty we can find between our quaking bodies in this fucked up culture, it might be along those paths.)

UNDERSTAND THE ROLE OF SEX IN YOUR LIFE IN GENERAL

Positive, full, life-affirming consent for me also requires an awareness of the role that all sex in gencral,
and individual sexual encounaters specifically, play in my lifc as a whole. At different limes, 1 have

7 longed for, pussued, and engaged io various kinds of sex for a \itany of different reasons: horniness.
il profound love and emotional connection, loneliness, curiosity, affectionute friendship. a sensc of
adventure and daring, buredom, indifference in the face of snather's strong longing, a desire to plcase or
b 10 avoid hurting feelings, a need for resources contralled by someone else {rent money, a place to crash
for the night, status or prestige), the pressure of masculine socialization, 10 impress someooe, o flannt

social norms, to sustaim a lagging relationship, 1o piss off o third party, to avoid awkward silences... and
those are just the reasons of which I'm coosciously awaré! Can [ be confident that 1 (or my parineris],

for that matter) are choosing frecly and eagerly 10 have sex if I''/wc're not conscious of the motivations
behind our desires and choices? Of course, il's possible to get swallowed into fecling so anxious about
our motivations that we over-analyze everything and ncver muster the courage for a kiss! Still, while
avoiding that extreme, U've found that jt's crucial for me to have ongoing dialogue with others, and niost
importantly myself, in non-sexual situations about how sex and sexuality fits into my present life. That
way, when F'm stricken with longing or presented with opportunity, [ can make a decision based in a
more holistic sense of myself, which more accurstely reflects how [ feel about a particular encounter.

er and sexual orientation, but it slems in part from my
recognizing the pressure on gay men to defige ourselves as part of a commuuir_y through sex. I've
wanted to have sex at limes to shore up my sense of 2ayuess, to affiom the feeling qf connection 10
community that T get through my identification as qucer. Bul what I'm really longing fc_»r at those times;
isn't actually sex, but the warmo feelings of inclusion and affirmation that corme _from being aparnt ofa
community. That realization shook me up a bit, and prompted me ssk moyself difficult questions about
whether or not sex | had based off of those desires was truly consensual on 2 deeper level. The
important thing, | think, is that aow 1 have a whole new level on which | thnl§ about cons'c,nL. ane that
considers the whole context of myself and my life in my sexual decision-making. Yeah, it’s
complicated, but it’s important. and ultimately really positive for me.

This of course relates Lo people of any gead

Anyway, back to me and E. [ smiled and exhaled, feeling more relief than I had realized, more than
made sense in that hol and horny moment bgfore having had the time to Jook back on it and appreciate
just what that statement meant to me. [ liked E because he was artracted (o me, becanse

he was a flirt and a shit and seductively charming. But whether or not I would have anticipated it, I
liked it WAY, way more when he affirmed that he wanted me to be more than just a body Lo gel himself
off on- he wanted 1o cxperience a connection with me that included but went beyond just our bedies.
Let me be clear- this is not to pass judgrment on anyone whose preferred type of sexuality is much more
anonymous o less connected on non-physical levels. It's just an acknowledgement that my ideas of
consenl had to expand when [ admitted that even with this gorgeous guy to whom I was quite atiracled
and with whorm [ would have gladly committed a litany of perversities, conscot meant more than just
getting horny and going with it It meant for me in that moment a mumal recoguition and afBrmation of
one another's humanity, one that truly crezted the space for me - bt him - to say no, or yes, of let’s wait,
or any number of other things. 1t meant listening to my body as well as my hcart as well as my brain,
and recognizing that § can't separate out those parts of me as if ['m not a whole, integrated person.

es! 1 welcome any thoughts

So that’s what 1 mean by posilive consent for dudes who get it on with dud
or feedback on this article at xriotfagy Zriseup. pel.

Best wishes for a world full of hot queer loving,
Nick
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I'm in what | refer to as a hyper-consensual
consent and try to practice consent when we're in bed, when we're not in
bed, through letters, over the phone....it weaves throughout the fabric of our
relationship. It is the forum for our processing, where we get to see how our
relationship is growing, changing, becoming more and more intimate. We
talk about language - what language empowers us, what language we feel
g comfortable with. | feel comfortable saying breasts, she doesn't. She feels
| comfortable saying vag, | don't. It's ok to have two sets of vocabulary, one
for my body and one for hers. We talk about phrasing, about the
connotations of things. We try to say "Do you want me to" instead of "Can
I*..we can do a lot of things, and they might not be particutarly
" uncomfortable...but do we want it? We struggle, with an imbalance of
initiations - the conditioning we've received that makes it challenging
sometimes to not only find and use our voices to express desires, but to
even be in touch with those desires in the first place. The other night |
asked her over the phone if she likes the way | touch her body when we
kiss, because I'm not always sure. She said yes but that she needed me to
check in more, ask for consent about specific touches before |1 do them.
These were things | used to ask about, used to never assume. Part of me
was so happy and relieved she told me, told me that these things | was
doing needed to be worked on. But part of me wanted to cry and not touch
her again, scared | had hurt her and 1 couldn't take that back. Part of me
“ hated myself. This is what we struggle with... negotiating, learning together,
"f accepting that we are in a process and not perfect .accepting that we are
§ just trying, trying to be in a refationship in a way that hasn't been modeled
for us, culturally_.a relationship where we're moving beyond love & good
intentions, moving into processing, communication, vulne

rability, practice...
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Embodied Consent
The information that you receive from your body in the form of
sensations, feelings, and intuition is key to the process of making
choices. Survivors learn to override their feelings and acquiesce
to others’ wishes. I want to invite you back into your body now.
From inside your own body, you can decide what you want sexually

based on your own needs, desires, and values. I call this embodied
consent.

The first step in embodied consent is noticing your own body
sensations and signals. What are you feeling in your chest, your
pelvis, your stomach? When you are doing something that you want
to do, when your insides are saying “yes,” how do you know this?
For example, one survivor I worked with said her stomach relaxes
and she gets a warm sensation there when she knows it is okay for
her to go ahead. Another survivor reported that she felt an
openness and warmth in her pelvis and a conmection to her voice and
throat when she felt a “yes.” Check this out for yourself. How do
you know when your body says “yes”?

Conversely, what signals and sensations appear in your body

when you do not want to engage in a certain sexual experience? How

do you know when it is not feeling right anymore? Another survivox
reported: “1 start to feel panicky in my chest and want to pull
away physically. I usually try to talk myself into sexual contact,
telling myself, ‘what’s the bid deal? Nothing bad is happening.’
Then in I don’t listen to my body, I msually check out and have sex
without beirg there.” When you do not want to be sexual in some
way, you may notice your breathing getting short, your steomach
getting tight, or your body wanting to pull away. Pay attention.
This is yom commomicating to you. What sensations in your body
comminicate a “mo” to yon?

And what about maybe? Sometimes there are a number of
seemingly contradictory feelings happening in your body at once.
You may feel sexually turned on in your hips and wvulva, and feel
palled away in your chest. You may feel a warmth in your solar
plexus, indicating go—ahead, and be afraid or tight in your throat.
What do you do then?

Actually, experiencing contradictory feelings is familiar
territory for most svrvivors. Consent then becomes a matter of
distinguishing what sensations are what. One workshop participant
noted, “I feel the consent to be sexual in my belly, it is a
settled, sure sensation, and I can feel anxicus in my chest at the
same time. I am anxious when I am getting close to someone. I can
count on this happening. It does not mean I do not want to be
sexual. It just means I am feeling scared while I am being
sexual.” BRnother survivor shared, “I usually stop having sex when
my stomach gets tight. I see now, though, that my stomach being
tight is me feeling stressed about being turned on. It was so
awful to get turnmed on doring the sexual molestation that my body
still tries not to do it. If I just relax and acknowledge my
stomach and the fear there, I can go right on being sexual. My
stomach being tight does not mean I do not want to have sex.”

Sometimes we make choices about sex in our heads, because it
seems like a good idea, seems to make sense, when we may be feelimng
something entirely different in our bodies.

You can end up feeling used, angry, or self-lcathing after such
a decision, ‘

Consent does not always feel comfortable, easy, and joyous.
Sometimes a consensual experience can bring up sadness, anger, or
feelings of abandonment. It is important to learn the difference
between experiencing feelings and wanting to stop what you arxe
doing. You can do this by paying attention to your body and
learming its language.
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to be ablé to be asked for consent and to give

_ consent. If people don't evem try, then that's
frustrating too. '

So, talking beforehand, and also trying to figure
out ways to tmlk about what's happened during sex,
but later. like when we are mot in bed. and trying
to figure out ways for them to not get freaked out
if I admit to fakimg 1t or bhaving a flashback or
just mot wantkng to do something. 1lt's important
for me to be able to talk about it later, because
1 can't usually talk about it at the time, but
that usually makes people feel like shit and feel
guilty and then question every move they make, and
they feel like they can't get anything righé and

1 have to take all injitiative and give so much
reasurance, and that makes me never feel like
doin* it, and that sucks too.

One of the things that happems a lot is that I

am really sexual in the beginnings of relationships
but when they get more serious or when they have
been going om for awhile more things start to come
up. My last partner came up with an idea. I have

to @y that the fact that he came up with an idea
instead of me having to do it, helped so much! He
‘came up with a number system He would ask me 1-6

.We worked together to come up with what the numbers
stood for. '

1. I feel 1ike being held. No sex. Nothing. Not

____®&ven sexual energy. -

2. I want kissing but nothing past that. No
woving against me in a sexual way.

‘3. % went to kiss and might be open to other stuff

00.

L. I want & do stuff, but check back in a lot

as we go. ]

50‘1 want to do stuff, and dom't want much checking
in, Jjust check in before doing anything with the
downthere parts and chdck in if you feel like I
might be feeling weird.

6. Let's do itl

Somethirg about the number system took the

welght off things. It made it more easy and a

little bit funny. I was totally able to say 2,

where as I would never say "I want to kiss right

now but nothing else". Sgying those words would
make me feel totglly gullty where as séying Mtwot

Jjust felt like fact.

It didn't always work perfectly, but it was way

- easler for both of us.

' Everything escalated slowly and she would stop kissing me and look me in
§{ the eyes and say, "How are ya doing?" She would stop to check in with me
4 even though | aiways said yes, and it made me feel like | was respected. It
N made me feel like | was safe. Because in the back of my mind, | knew that
if, for some reason, | should stop feeling comfortable and if, for some f
reason, | didn't feel like 1 could speak up, she would ask again and there
would be the space to back out or slow things down. | didn't feel trapped, |
the way 1 had always felt before, like "I've gone this far, now there’s no way
to get out of it.” She gave me a choice at each new level, and just because |
we had already done something before didn't mean she didn't ask for
permission before doing it again.

Consent can be so fucking scary because you're opening yourself to up
rejection. You're creating a safe space, a space where your partner can say
no. But what's so hot, so empowering, so fucking amazing about consent is
that the yes's really become yes's. The first time you hear no, it validates all
the yes's. The first time you hear 'no, it's not really a rejection, a failure of
any kind. It's a reassurance that when you hear yes, it's a yes, and they'll
tell you otherwise when it's not. The yes's become erotic and the no’s are
signs of the safety and the trust that have been built, that consent actually
works, that what you are doing is worth all the work, is right.

| assume everyone | come in contact with is a survivor. If they tell me
otherwise at some point, then great, but I'd rather be conscious of my
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behavior than to hurt someone and find out after the fact that it could have
been avoided with some simple consent practices. I've learmed to ask
people if | can give them hugs. 1 ask children if | can pick them up.  ask a
crying friend if they want to be held, if they feel comfortable if | hold their
hand. | have a friend who is a massage therapist. “The first rule of massage
is to always obtain consent first,” he said. "But | realized,” he continued,
"that it's not just about massage...that 1 have to apply the principles of
consent to every interaction 1 have in my life...” | think about what he said
when 1 sit next to strangers on the bus, when | help people at work, when |
talk with friends. Consent isn't inherently sexual. it's about communication,
about working towards creating safe spaces. | want intimate, private
experiences to be safe, but | want to feel safe in public, too. Thinking about
% consent in all of my interactions makes me feel like 'm making a start on
some level, doing my part to make that happen.. When we practice consent
we create our own safe spaces, and then see where those spaces overlap
others'
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This was my introduction to an experiential understanding of the practice of
consent, of what it really feels like and why it's so important: | remember
sitting on the edge of the bed, making out, but making out really sweetly,
with soft kisses, and | remember thinking to myself "this is the best
part”..and then | remember Jjumping off the bed, pacing, my heart
Pounding, scared to death, with a pit in my stomach that feit like it was
swallowing me alive. | fetlt like a little kid. | started muttering shit to myself
; and it just got worse and worse. | tried to force it, to go back and just keep
\%& g1 80ing. | couldn't stay in my body, couldn’t keep myseif from being pulled
& into the vortex that left me curled up in a ball under the covers crying. |

\ couldn't open my mouth and | couldn't look at her. 1 wanted to tell her that

f y it wasn't her, that she didn't do anything, that it wasn't her fault, that I loved
=W her-but | couldn't say anythi

= her say,
2= couldn't

"Do you want me to stay here with you or do you need space?”® |
answer so she made it a yes or no question and she asked again,

) "Do you want me to stay here with you?" | nodded my head yes underneath
g the protective layers of bedding. "Can | touch you?" she asked and | nodded

yes again and felt her hand on my shoulder. "You're okay,” she started
saying softly, "everything’s okay, you're safe...you're safe...you're safe_. ™
She asked if she could hold me and I nodded yes, so she curled around me
and held me softly and I started shaking and crying. She stopped asking
me questions and just let me cry and held me. When | was done crying |

§ Moved the blankets down off my face and | tumed around and faced her. [

wouldn't look into her eyes but she held my head softly until 1 did and she

4] asked me where | was. "Are you here?® "it's safe now, everything's okay,"

L

7 had to sleep it off, wake up the next day
43 talked before about triggers, about how sometimes | dissociated and what

that meant for me, about what | needed when that happened. We had sat
ZI¢ there together and read the Support zine, we went through the

2 questionnaire about consent in the beginning of it..we had prepared for

w4 €xperiences like this. She practiced what we had talled about, and it was

the first time anyone had ever been able to bring me back, and bring me
back safely. y—~

groggy and confused. But we had

ﬁ%ﬁm

asking other people, but figuring

ng. She sat there for a minute and then | heard . :

Aumpers

I have never been able to
figure out a way to talk

56mfortablyﬂabout consent.
I think I am pretty 800d about
out & way to explain whether or
not I want to be doing something .
is pretty impossible. I mean, if T want .
to be doing something, ~it's usually fine, but if
I don't, or especially if I'm unsure, it's

impossible. If someone asks, "is this ok," I always
say 'yes." Everything is "ok" I mean, I can
survive anything, right? So even the best c¢f
intentions don't usually work for me, .43 just the
words like - "do you like this?" or "do you want @;
to be doing this?" they areltriggering, or z;enml
tkey're not specifically triggering, they 3 ti'se
doubt myself - like "Oh, I thgught 1 wante 1f,
but do I? What if I don't? shit. How do I know ort
sure?" So generally when people asg me for conien
it not only ruins the mood I'm working so harg o}
maintain, but it triggers me, then I have tgl r{
and navigate wheter or not I'm go%ng tobe able do
get out of the trigger, €£op thinking S0 much an _
get back to Jjust feelimg good. And if they notice
me flinchihg or withdrawing for a secgnd‘ané tiey
stop and want to tqlk about 1t3 then it is Ju;
over, and may be I don't want it to bg over,lf .
just want to be able to 'work through it myse an
forget.

50 I've never really known what to do.
There are gome things that have wogked

_ like talking beforehand about what

T need - like being held after sex.. And
asking them not to ask me things 1like
“how was it for you". There are just too
many words and sentances that are
triggering for me.. But I love sex and
L want to ® able to do it. I want

2k,



