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​So you want to learn about safer sex? Good for you.

​It’s a sad truth that in most of the US—and many other parts of the world—people aren’t taught about sex. And where sex is taught, it is taught in the context of monogamy.

​This book is about ‘safer sex.’ Most of them time, safer sex is a euphemism for ‘how to have sex while reducing your risk of getting a sexually transmitted infection.’ Here, we’re taking a wider view of what safer sex is—and isn’t.

​In addition to STIs and STI risk management, we’ll be looking risks of sex, and what you can do to be safe. Including: physical injury, emotional safety, healthy consent, and self care.

​Regardless of which risks we’re talking about, it’s important to understand that the goal is to reduce risk, not eliminate it. The only way to eliminate all risk from sex is to not have sex.

​While this book takes a broader view of safer sex, it also has a different relationship focus: safer sex when you are in a non-monogamous relationship. If you are monogamous, or in a monogamous relationship, you will find this book useful. But the assumption within these pages is that you are having or interested in having sexual relationships with multiple people.

​My own preferred form of non-monogamy is polyamory, which focuses on establishing relationships with an emotional connection with multiple connections. Approaches to non-monogamy include swinging, polygamy, polyfidelity, relationship anarchy, open relationships, and more.

​My goal in writing this book is not to tell you the ‘right’ way to have sex. It’s to provide information so you can choose the right approach for you. That said, I am not an unbiased fount of perfect information—my experiences with polyamory definitely color my approach to relationships and sex. Use what works for you, discard what doesn’t, and use this book as a jumping off point to learn more about safer sex.

​Terms For ‘Relationships’

​I used ‘non-monogamous’ in the title because it’s the word most people are familiar with. I prefer to use ‘multilinking’. Multilinking is both broader than non-monogamy and more clearly defined. Non-monogamy is ‘not monogamy’ but everyone disagrees on what monogamy is. (Don’t believe me? Start a discussion sometime on whether or not X behavior is cheating in a monogamous relationship. Then sit back and watch the argument take on a life of it’s own.) Unlike polyamory, relationship anarchy, and swinging, multilinking has not (yet, hopefully never) taken on the baggage of being an identity. It is a verb, not a noun. “The act of having sex and/or relationships and/or intimate connections with multiple people.” It applies equally well to group relationships, polygamous marriages, hook-up culture, monogamish relationships, polyamory, casual dating and a great deal more.

​You ‘link’ with someone when you have sex, enter a romantic relationship, form an intimate bond, or otherwise connect in a way that is meaningful to you. Someone you link with is a ‘connection.’

​This is the terminology I will be using throughout this book to refer to ’relationships’ and sexual/intimate/romantic/life connections.

​Terms For Genitalia

​Okay, folks, most of you should have gotten the message by now, even if way too many people still refuse to believe it. Gender does not equal genitalia. Genitalia (and gender, but this book we’re mostly talking about genitalia) are more complicated than ‘penis’ and ‘vagina.’

​In fact, the ‘penis’ and ‘clitoris’ start as the same thing, the clitorophallus. It develops differently depending on a complex mix of genetics, hormones, and other stuff we don’t fully understand yet. A clitorophallus that extends far enough outside the body is generally called a ‘penis.’ A clitorophallus that is almost entirely inside the body is generally called a clitoris. A clitorophallus that falls between expectations for a penis or clitoris should (barring medical necessity) be left the hell alone until the owner can decide for themselves.

​Now, just about everyone has a clitorophallus and almost everyone has testes (which usually develop into either testicles or ovaries). What some people have and some people don’t have is a vaginal canal, labia, and vestibule. Some people have a clitorophallus big enough doctors call it a penis and have a vaginal canal. The human body is some complex stuff.

​To keep things as 1) simple and 2) broadly applicable as possible, I’m ditching the ‘usual’ terms for genitalia. A clitorophallus which extends outside the body and/or can penetrate a sexual connection is ‘external genitalia.’ A vaginal canal, with or without labia and etc, is ‘internal genitalia.’

​Disclaimer 1

​A book about safer sex has to cover some unsafe stuff, including emotional trauma, infections, injuries, and illegalities. I am neither doctor, psychologist, nor lawyer. The information here comes from a mix of personal life experience and research. But the goal here is to help you decide how you approach sex, not to give you medical or legal advice. If you are in need of medical and/or legal advise, see an actual expert.

​Disclaimer 2

​This book is a labor of love. It is not professionally published and polished. I did my best, but there will be typos, misspellings, and other minor issues that I and my volunteer-proofreader missed. Thank you for your understanding.
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​In this section we’ll be taking a look at consent. Most people don’t think about consent when the topic of safer sex comes up. But consent—specifically healthy consent—is a critical part of safer sex. 

​According to Merriam-Webster consent means “to give assent or approval.” Talking about sex, it becomes ‘to give assent or approval to have sex .’

​But I specified healthy consent.

​If you or your connection are harmed by sex, then the sex wasn’t safe. Our goal is to make sex safer, we want to reduce the risk of harm as much as possible. It should go without saying that rape is harmful. But in some cases consent can still come with risk. Consensual sex can still leave connections traumatized and in some cases what you think is consensual sex can put one or both of you in jail.

​Healthy consent requires three things beyond simple assent.

	​Consent must be freely given—no coersion, threats, blackmail, etc

	​Consent must be as fully informed as possible, so everyone knows what is consented to

	​The people involved must be able to consent


​In this section we’ll be looking at how you increase your chances of having healthy consent.

​Problems With ‘Enthusiastic’ Consent

​The popular model of consent among sex-positive folks today is ‘enthusiastic’ consent.

​Enthusiastic consent developed in reaction to issues with ‘yes means yes.’ In particular, it’s a reaction to the way many people (women and non-men in particular but also some men) felt pressured to say ‘yes’ (either by the individual they were having sex with or by ingrained cultural expectations) and so gave consent when they didn’t really want to have sex.

​I applaud this intention. But the emphasis on enthusiastic consent has a couple of problems.

​First, and most important, let’s face reality: this isn’t going to stop people from being pressured into sex. It’s a step in the right direction, but it’s not an actual fix.  

​Partly because most people who are willing to pressure their connections into sex aren’t going to care about how enthusiastic their connections are. They just care that they heard ‘yes.’ 

​Partly because the people who are in denial about being manipulative and coercive, will push until they get a response that seems enthusiastic. And, really, that describes most of the manipulative and coercive people I know—including myself, once upon a time.

​And partly, playing devil’s advocate, because it isn’t fair to expect people to be mind readers. If someone says ‘yes,’ then unless I have threatened or coerced that ‘yes’ out of them, I have a right to expect that yes to be honest. Saying that I am in the wrong if I misread their tone, body language, etc, is not only bullshit, it’s ableist and elitist.  

​Many people, for a variety of reasons, never learn to read those social cues or are flat out unable to read them. It’s unfair and ableist to expect a blind person to read body language or an autistic person to read tone. Blaming us if we can’t is out of line.

​Enthusiastic consent also excludes and shames some people. It says that because they can’t be enthusiastic about sex, they shouldn’t be having sex.

	​I am exhausted at the end of a long day. I want sex, but I’m too damn tired to be enthusiastic about it. But I want it. If I lay there and let my connection make love to me, is that wrong?

	​I am a sexual assault survivor. I want to have sex, but every time I do I start having flashbacks. I warn my connections and keep having sex anyway, in my own rough kind of exposure therapy. I enjoy what’s good and waiting out the flashbacks until they finally stop coming. Is that wrong?

	​I am asexual. I am never enthusiastic about sex, I’m just not that into it. But I like it okay and I like making my connections happy. So sometimes we have sex. Is that wrong?

	​It’s my connection’s birthday. Or they are trying to cope with a shit ton of stress. Or something really bad happened and they just feel like shit. I want them to be happy and relaxed for a bit, so I offer sex. I may not be enthusiastic about it, but it’s a gift I choose to offer them. Is that wrong?


​No, none of that is wrong. If I choose to have sex, whether I am ‘enthusiastic’ or not, that’s okay. And no one has a right to shame me or make me (or my connections!) feel guilty for it.

​Of course, all this is the from the perspective of the non-enthusiastic person. Again, people aren’t mind readers. The push for ‘enthusiastic’ consent is the result of people who can’t know what the non-enthusiastic connection is thinking. They know that sometimes, a non-enthusiastic sex connection has been coerced or manipulated. It’s understandable to want to prevent that from happening.

​But there has to be a better way. A way that focuses on what the people having sex want (whether they are enthusiastic about it or not) and not what people who aren’t involved perceive.

​I propose we back away from enthusiastic consent and return to ‘yes means yes.’ Start with that. If someone says yes, we trust them to mean it unless they were coerced or threatened.

​But then we need to ask the next question—

​What, exactly, are our connections saying yes to.

​Consent Is A Process

​You know the saying ‘love is a verb?’ Agree with it or not, if you think about it, that saying challenges the way we think about and engage with love.

​Well, I got another challenge for you:

​Consent is a process.

​Sit with that for a minute. Think about it.  

​Consent is a process.

​Consent is not a thing that is given in a transaction.

​Consent is not an event that happens.

​Consent is a process.

​It is ongoing, evolving, and, yes, sometimes ending.

​Society and culture tend to teach consent as a thing or an event. It goes something like this:

​Teens are (hopefully) told not to have sex unless their connection gives consent.  

​So when they want to have sex, teens ask some theoretically sexy version of “will you have sex with me?”

​If the person they ask says yes, consent has been given, no further thought is given to consent, they have sex.

​But that’s not healthy consent. It’s a model of consent that everything will stay as it was the moment consent was given or withheld and that both people have the same idea of what agreeing to ‘sex’ means. It’s also an all-or-nothing model of consent. Either you consent to sex or you don’t. And this violates the requirement that healthy consent be informed.

​Let’s look at consent as a process.

​Ace asks Beth is he can go down on her. This is 1) more specific in what consented to and 2) easier to make into verbal foreplay.

​Beth agrees, but after a few minutes tells Ace to stop and kiss her.

​Ace agrees and asks Beth to touch him. Beth does.  

​Throughout their time together, they continue communicating wants and needs. The process of consent continues until they are mutually finished or one of them withdraws all consent.

​Threesomes and moresomes make consent-as-a-process somewhat more complicated, but still doable. Just be sure to check in before you engage with someone and to check in regularly after that.

​Consent As Negotiation

​For most people, consent is best done as a process. However, folks familiar with kink, and especially power exchange, will be used to consent as negotiation.

​Consent as negotiation means talking about exactly what you both want, expect, don’t want, are okay with, etc, during a sexual encounter.

​Kinky folks often take this kind of pre-encounter discussion as a given. There are even lists on the internet, four or five pages long, for potential connections to sit down together and go over. Some lists include checkboxes with each sex act for interest level—eager for/interested in/willing to try/don’t like/hate with a passion.

​If consent as a process doesn’t appeal to you then, try consent as negotiation.

​Folks who aren’t familiar with kink will probably be choking a bit on ‘negotiation.’ To many people, negotiation implies compromise and agreeing to do something you don’t want to do so you can get what you want.

​That’s not the way consent negotiations work. The idea of a consent negotiation isn’t to negotiate against your connection to get what you want. It’s to negotiate with your connection to get the experience that will be best for both of you.

​Juan and Cho want to have sex, but Cho has had problems with consent as a process, getting so caught up she forgets to check in with her connection. She and Juan discuss this and decide to try consent as a negotiation.

​They talk about what they want to do when they have sex.

​Juan doesn’t want dirty talk. Cho is okay with that.

​Cho needs lots of foreplay because she doesn’t much from penetration. Juan is okay with that.

​Juan offers to skip penetration entirely if Cho is willing to go down on him.

​Cho thinks about it a bit and says she doesn’t have a preference, so whichever Juan prefers. Juan prefers penetration.

​It is this back and forth that makes it a negotiation, instead of each person simply setting their boundaries.

​After ten minutes or so, they have a guideline who what each of them wants — and don’t want — from this encounter.

​If you are in an ongoing relationship that involves sex, you can mix process and negotiation. Start by sitting down with your connection(s) and having a generic negotiation.

​A generic negotiation isn’t negotiating a specific encounter. Instead, it’s establishing an agreement on what you both want in general.

​So let’s take a look at how general negotiation of consent could work.

​Juan and Cho have been dating for a couple months. They’ve had sex a few times using consent as a process, and it’s been good, but there have been a few bumps in the road. They decide to sit down and try consent as a negotiation.

​Juan doesn’t like dirty talk. Cho doesn’t care about dirty talk one way or another. They have an agreement.

​Cho doesn’t get much from penetration, so she needs lots of foreplay. Juan is cool with that.

​Juan loves doggie style. Unfortunately, Cho really doesn’t like it. The topic could end there, Cho doesn’t agree to doggie style so it won’t happen. But instead, they talk a bit about why Cho doesn’t like it. It turns out her past connections were too rough, repeatedly hitting her cervix in that position.

​Juan asks if she might consider doggie style in the future if he doesn’t go too deep or rough for her in other positions and earns her trust. Cho agrees that she’s willing to talk about it again in the future.

​When they are done, they know in general what can be included during sex. In effect, they’ve established a mutual sexual buffet that they can choose from during each encounter. But because things change, when they have sex they still use consent as a process to be sure that what they are doing is good right now.

​Consent as negotiation is nearly as healthy as consent as a process. What consent as negotiation lacks is flexibility to change with changing circumstances








































	​No longer speaking or otherwise communicating in their normal fashion

	​Loss of motor control (stumbling, etc)

	​Significant personality changes

	​Lack of awareness of the world around them

	​Blacking out (even temporarily)

	​No longer able to remember how much they have consumed

	​Vomiting or other symptoms of being unwell













































	​Are their eyes open and responsive?

	​Are they able to communicate the way they normally do?

	​Are they are aware of what is going on around them?








	​If your connection is on a new prescription medication that is affecting their personality

	​If your new connection is bipolar and during a manic phase consents to things you know they wouldn’t want at other times

	​If your connection seems to not be thinking clearly, whether or not you know the reason

	​If your connection is behaving out-of-character and you don’t know why or what has changed with them










	​To get revenge on an ex

	​To punish themself

	​Out of a sense of obligation

	​Out of desperation (for physical touch, for emotional connection, etc)

	​Because they see their only value as being a sex object


































	​Call on or build a support system—friends, therapists, family, your crotchety old neighbor who offers tea and outrageous ideas for revenge. Don’t try to manage entirely alone.

	​Don’t neglect your health. Eat at least twice a day. Drink water. Shower at least once a week. Get exercise.

	​Make a plan for the future. We cannot 100% protect ourselves against consent violators, but we can take steps. We can change how we discuss consent with prospective connections. We can take self-defense classes that emphasize escaping when prone and/or pinned. We can walk away at the first hint of someone not respecting boundaries.  





	​Give yourself time. Even a seemingly minor violation can fuck up your emotions for what seems a ridiculously long time. You just want to get over it and move on with your life. If you are able to get past it quickly and easily, that is awesome. But if it takes time, that’s okay. Give yourself that time.
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