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About me:

I’m a 30-something queer asexual aromantic (aroace) 
dyadic non-binary trans freak of the hyper-educated sort-of 
Jewish, white person variety. I'm also an introverted, socially 
awkward, neurodivergent spoonie who processes ideas with 
lots of words. I don't do the dating thing. Or the sex thing. And, 
though my politics are more invested working toward 
fundamental social change than what's common in 
mainstream ace community, I've been an active ace 
community member for more than a decade. Those aspects of 
my experience inform my perspective on things like consent 
and intimacy. (For me, all of this is some variety of ace stuff.)

How did this zine happen— did you say “text” of “sex”?

A while back, after a long night of pride-related radical 
postering, I was talking about some rather personal stuff with 
someone on a noisy subway train. My conversation partner said
something I was pretty sure I'd misheard because, while it made
sense to me, it didn't quite seem to fit in context:

  “It’s loud. I heard “textual intimacy” but I don’t 
know if that’s what you actually said.”
  “I’m not talking about feeling incredibly 
comfortable sharing my texts.”

My conversation partner was of course saying something
about sexual intimacy, and found the idea of textual intimacy
— and the fact that that was where my mind went— rather 
amusing. I didn't explain at the time because it was a serious 
conversation, and with few stops until we were to be parting 
ways, I didn't want to get side-tracked. But it's something I'd 
been wanting to explain since then— there's a reason that 
“textual intimacy” seemed plausible to me right then. (And it's 
actually sort of relevant to my relationship with this person.)

As I later discovered, “textual intimacy” is very much not 
something that anyone other than me seems to be talking 
about. (At least not outside of the field of literary criticism where
they use the term very differently than I do.) It is apparently 
indeed very much a me thing. So my explanation had to start 
from scratch, spelling out things I take for granted so that what I
wanted to say could make sense.

That turned out to be a big job and I ended up with the 
many words that fill the bulk of this zine. Since a lot was about 
consent, and since some of it referenced another essay I'd 
written about consent a few months prior, I decided to include 
that essay to the mix. So there are a lot of words, in tedious 
detail that won't all speak to everyone. I invite you, dear 
reader, to take from these words what you will.

And I dedicate this zine to that conversation partner I 
misheard— as a tribute to that moment when we rode a noisy 
subway car deep into the night, spattered with wheat paste, 
exhausted from the evening's antics, yet still trying to make 
sense of changing experiences and relationships in our lives. 
(Sometimes, that's the line where community meets friendship.)

-- Omnes et Nihil
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“Sex” isn't a thing (and neither is “consent”):

Against the commodification of sex

 The short version:

Sex isn’t a commodity. Even when it functions as a 
commodity (i.e., as something being exchanged on a market—
of money or intimacy, etc.), it’s still not something that can be 
“owed” (i.e., there’s nothing anyone can do that will make 
them unrapable). People also talk about consent as something 
that can be exchanged on a market or “owed” but that’s not 
true either. By definition, “coerced agreement” isn’t consent.

That means sex and consent can’t be / shouldn’t be 
“commodities”, and it means that rape culture depends on 
treating sex (and consent) as commodities. Rape culture 
depends on commodifying sex (and consent), and building a 
consent culture requires *not* commodifying sex (or consent). 
In other words, in a consent culture, sex isn’t something to be 
exchanged on a market and can never be “owed” or 
“deserved”… and neither is consent.)

People talk about “sex” as a thing that exists separately 
from the sexual interaction. It’s not just that sexual contact or 
sexual labour are commodified, but people treat sex like it's a 
resource and consent like it's about controlling access to that 
resource. But sex isn’t a resource— it doesn’t exist outside of the
sexual interaction. So it’s kind of non-sensical to talk about 
“blocking access to sex” or “denying someone sex”. People 
also talk about consent as a “thing” that exists outside of 
someone consenting to something. That’s also non-sensical.

Since “sex” is basically shorthand for a sexual interaction,
it’s more accurate to describe sex as a process, as an 
interaction— kind of like a dance— without an end “goal” or 
“product”. And consent is about *how* that interaction 
proceeds, on an ongoing basis. It’s also not a “product” or a 
static thing. However, “sex” and “consent” are not things 
people “give” to and “get” from each other, they are both 
about how people interact with each other, and processes of 
interaction. Sex is an active process, and that means “consent” 
should be an adverb describing it (i.e., “to engage in sexual 
interaction consensually”).
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Unfortunately, this whole commodified framing of sex 
(and consent) is so pervasive that we’re constantly having to 
argue against it. There are a lot of times when people insist on 
or assume “sexual obligations” or “sexual entitlements”. And 
often the institution of monogamy factors into those things 
(which means we need to be critical of how all that fits 
together). We really need to change the whole landscape of 
the conversation so that it seems ridiculous. But that means 
changing the entire conversation completely, which is easier 
said than done.

Sex isn’t a thing people can have and neither is 
“consensual sex”. “Consensually” is *how* people can engage 
in sexual interaction (and how they should participate in sexual 
interaction if ever and/or whenever they do). Whenever 
people interact sexually, they can and should be doing it 
consensually. 

And ideally, consent as a process is something that 
should be applied more generally than just to sex— consent is 
something that should ideally be guiding / describing *how* all 
interactions should be proceeding. Working toward a consent 
culture means shifting the ways we think and talk about sex and
consent (among other things).

 Getting into a bit more detail:

Sex isn’t a thing— “sex” in the sense of sexual contact. As
in, sex not an object   and also as in sex doesn’t exist per se. 

To clarify, I’m talking here specifically about “sex” in the 
sense of sexual contact between two— or more— people, and 
not in terms of masturbation. Sometimes and for some people 
masturbation is sex, sometimes and for some people it’s not. 
That’s a whole separate conversation. Also, I’m not talking 
about “biological sex” which is a whole entirely separate 
domain of conversation.

Also, I am writing these words mindful of the whole 
tradition of feminist deconstructions of “sex”. For example, 
there’s Leonore Tiefer’s “Sex is not a natural act and other 
essays” that’s worth looking into from the 90s which was 
updated a while back. 
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I would argue that Tiefer and much of her work indirectly
paved the way for a lot of the contemporary asexuality 
scholarship by creating a way of approaching sex and sexuality
— and women’s sexuality in particular— long before asexuality 
was ever on her radar, and well before there even was an 
asexual / ace community. I think even the more “mainstream 
experimental psychology” asexuality scholarship owes a lot to 
that tradition and its impact, even if they don’t take it up 
directly.

Building a more ace-inclusive social world will ultimately 
benefit everyone. Part of doing that work is building a consent 
culture — and that involves challenging a lot of (often implicit) 
social values. One thing that needs to be challenged is the 
idea that it’s possible for anyone to “owe” sex to someone, and
the idea that sex is / can be / should be a commodity.

We talk a lot about the commodification of sex and the 
unfortunate idea of “sexual obligation” in the context of 
promoting consent. That’s part of how the conversations about 
compulsory sexuality and about how (particular) discourses of 
“sex-positivity” can be (and sometimes are) weaponised and 
deployed as tools of sexual coercion. And how sexual violence 
generally plays out in the broader context of other systemic 
forms of violence. (To be sure, how people are situated in the 
broader context of societal structures of privilege and 
oppression, and individual power relations affects how that 
plays out.) 

Talking about the structural factors that coerce and limit 
people’s freedom as they act with sexual agency (saying yes 
and/or no, and doing other things too) is important. And part of
that conversation should be how coercion limits consent. In 
particular, since there are degrees of coercion, then there must
also therefore be degrees of consent— consent therefore isn't 
just a binary “yes/no” kind of thing. There are certainly many 
situations that are clearly not consensual, but there are also 
many situations that are best described as being “somewhat” 
or “sort-of” consensual. In the absence of explicit forms of 
violence or coercion, the question often isn't so much about 
whether something is consensual but how consensual it is. 

At the same time, that's not the only thing we need to 
talk about when it comes to consent.
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I’ve written before about a way that’s often helpful in 
explaining how “compromising to have sex” is spectacularly 
different from “compromising to not have sex” because having 
sex with someone requires their consent while not having sex 
with someone doesn’t1. Working toward a consent culture 
necessitates making explicit the ideology of “sexual obligation” 
and “sexual entitlement” that people often cling to implicitly. 
But that’s not enough— those things wouldn’t be possible to 
begin with without the commodification of sex.

The idea of “sex as a commodity” has to be unpacked 
for the purposes of working toward a consent culture because 
the very dangerous ideas of “sexual obligation” and “sexual 
entitlement” stem from that commodification. Those ideas are 
central impediments to (sexual) consent culture.  

Sex is not a commodity that can be owed. Even in 
situations where sex is literally functioning as a commodity by 
being exchanged on a market, such as in situations of paid sex 
work, it is still not a commodity that can be *owed*. 

Generally, for a variety of different reasons, I don’t think 
sex really can be a commodity in a strict sense, but explaining 
that while theorising commodities under capitalism or classic 
Marxist communism or other economic forms isn’t the point 
here2. Commodities, by definition are goods or services which 
are exchanged on a market (i.e., bought or sold). That means 
two things:

 Various instances of commodity X are interchangeable 
(i.e., a box-mix for the fictional brand ‘Ace Cupcakes’ 
would be interchangeable with any other box-mix for 
‘Ace Cupcakes”) 

 Commodities are necessarily part of a system of 
contractual obligations. 

1 https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/164239434670/i-am-actively-
not-having-sex-with-you-right-now 

2 If these idea of a commodity is new, the wikipedia page has basic 
explanations of commodities under capitalism 
[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity] and under Marxism 
[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity_(Marxism)]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity_(Marxism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/164239434670/i-am-actively-not-having-sex-with-you-right-now
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/164239434670/i-am-actively-not-having-sex-with-you-right-now
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There’s a reason why economies that aren’t based on 
“contractual obligations”3 (in any conventional sense) don’t 
rely on “commodities” per se— for instance, “gift economies”4.

In short, sex isn’t really a “commodity” proper, even 
when it’s being exchanged on a market because it can’t be 
“owed” in the same way that other commodities can be owed.

(To be clear, there are obviously situations where some 
people feel and/or behave as though others “owe” them sex, 
or where people feel like they have an obligation to “provide” 
sex and feel like can’t rightly say no. What I am saying is that 
this is not okay. I’m saying that’s a kind of coercion. I’m saying 
that this sexual “debt” or “obligation” is a coercive fiction and 
that it does *not* have the moral or ethical status of being right 
or “legitimate”.) 

There’s nothing that anyone can do that will make them 
“un-rapable”. There is no situation anyone can get themselves 
in or find themselves in wherein they would be “un-rapable”. 
[There are people who would disagree with me about this. I am 
not really concerned about that and I am not interested in 
arguing about it. It is axiomatic for me that there is nothing that 
anyone can do that will make them un-rapable.]

That makes sex different from other commodities— 
which can be “owed”. Regardless of the commodification of 
sex, nobody can “owe” anyone else sex. 

But even talking about sex as commodity-like has some 
weird implications, namely that “sex” exists in isolation, 
disembodied from anyone who might be participating in it. 

When we talk about consent culture and unpacking the 
idea of sexual obligation, it tends to come out in terms of 
“denying someone sex” or “denying someone access to sex”. 
There are reasons for that— it’s usually in response to people 
who insist that people do owe other people sex (i.e., their 
dating partners). And very often people are writing about how 
nobody owes their partner sex5 or unpacking harmful, rape-

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contract 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gift_economy 
5 For example: 

http://hunterinabrowncoat.tumblr.com/post/163064306526/you-do-
not-owe-sex-to-anybody 
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culture non-sense that is the whole argument that “denying a 
partner sex is abusive”6 (which is often deployed against aces 
and/or people who don’t want to have sex within a romantic 
partnership). 

To be clear, pretty much anything *can* be used as a 
tool of violence in some situation. So of course it would be 
possible for someone to deploy “denying someone sex” in an 
abusive way. For example, a partner saying “I won’t have sex 
with you and nobody else will ever want to have sex with 
you…” could be part of an abusive dynamic. Or for example, 
using sex as a “reward” in a program of behavioural control 
would also be abusive. But that applies equally to basically 
anything else that might be involved in any kind of relationship. 
Pretty much any decontextualised behaviour can theoretically 
be used somehow as part of an abusive dynamic in some 
context. 

But the point is that no, “refusing to have sex with 
someone” is not inherently abusive, even in a dating 
relationship, even to someone who wants to be having sex in 
that relationship. And almost every situation I’ve encountered 
of people arguing that it would be abusive to “say no to sex” 
(or “to refuse your partner sex” or “to deny your partner sex”, 
etc.) are proceeding from a position assuming that one partner
is entitled to sexually access the other and where that other 
partner’s consent is irrelevant. One person’s sexual entitlement 
is fundamentally in conflict with everyone else’s sexual consent. 
Sexual entitlement has no place within a culture of consent.

I’ve certainly framed things in terms of sex as a thing 
when arguing against sexual entitlement / sexual obligation. 
Furthermore, while I agree with most of what people say when 
they’re working toward a consent culture, I’m also mindful that 
the whole discursive framing of the conversation is kind of 
weird.

Other people have certainly already explored many of 
these ideas about consent. One popular tactic is comparing 
consent in the context of sexual contact with consent in the 
context of other things. 

6 For example: https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-
talk-about-consent 

https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-talk-about-consent
https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-talk-about-consent
http://hunterinabrowncoat.tumblr.com/post/163064306526/you-do-not-owe-sex-to-anybody
http://hunterinabrowncoat.tumblr.com/post/163064306526/you-do-not-owe-sex-to-anybody
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gift_economy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contract
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I'd like to explore the way I've seen this done— even in 
writing about consent that is otherwise very good— because I 
think it's important to be able to talk cogently about consent in 
the context of things that have nothing to do with sex. Consider
one of the texts I just cited: something written by Trevor Hultner 
(i.e., an ace blogger who has a lot of really good stuff to say 
about consent) while unpacking the idea of “aces forcing their 
partners to not have sex”.  While I agree with much of what he 
said, there's one thing I'd like to discuss from that argument, 
because it is something I've seen elsewhere and which has 
implications for building a consent culture7:

If both partners want to do a thing, like having sex, 
then there’s no problem here. But if one partner 
wants to have sex and the other doesn’t (whether 
it’s at the moment or at all), then there’s no way 
around it: partner number one is not having sex. It’s 
just flat not happening. This isn’t like Partner 1 
saying “hey want to go to Six Flags?” and then 
Partner 2 saying “no” and then Partner 1 dragging 
Partner 2 to Six Flags anyway and it’s kind of 
adorable, it’s Partner 2 exercising their bodily 
autonomy and sexual agency and telling Partner 1 
“no, I don’t want to fuck you (right now or at all).” 

I think I understand the point of this— that there are 
differences of degree— and I do agree that it’s way more 
serious and harmful a violation of consent to force someone to 
have sex (i.e., to sexually assault someone) than to drag 
someone involuntarily to an amusement park. And logistically, 
it’s a lot harder to drag someone to an amusement park 
against their will— and more often, people will begrudgingly 
agree to go to an amusement park even if they don’t want to 
than to be actually forced into it (i.e., a “coerced 
acquiescence”).

And that’s where things get tricky with sexual stuff, 
because lots of people begrudgingly agree to have sex they 
don’t want because their partner is pressuring them into it. 
That’s called sexual coercion (and sometimes “sexual 
acquiescence” when talking about the coerced 

7 https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-talk-about-
consent (ibid)
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“agreement”). And, especially in a context like that, it’s 
supported by much larger social structures about expectations 
in romantic relationships, compulsory sexuality and rape culture 
generally— things for which there just aren’t equivalent things 
that apply to going to amusement parks. And I certainly don’t 
want to undermine that.

But also, if we’re really trying to build a consent culture, I 
really do believe we fundamentally need to be talking about 
consent in all things— not just when it comes to sex. Consent 
when it comes to hugs, to photographing people and yes, 
when it comes to going to amusement parks (and perhaps 
riding on roller coasters that make people sick, or likely 
encounter crowds, noise and smells, etc. that send people into 
sensory overload, etc.).

I think the difference between sex and amusement parks
when it comes to consent is on the level of compromises for 
unwanted participation— “compromise sex” is complicated by 
social expectations and structures and situational factors 
coercing people into having sex whether they want to or not… 
in ways that “compromise amusement park attendance” 
typically just isn’t complicated by those things.

In a genuine culture of consent, consent will be 
important all around, and one person dragging another partner
to an amusement park over their objections won’t be 
“adorable”. I think part of the problem is that as long as it’s 
“adorable” to violate consent for anything under any 
circumstance, there will always be situations where it would be 
considered to some degree “adorable” to violate people’s 
sexual boundaries. And that’s not okay. A consent culture isn’t 
just about sex. A consent culture can’t work if it’s just about sex. 
(And Trevor and I are agreed on that point.)

Getting back to the topic of commodification of sex, the
implication of the framing of “owing [ someone ] sex” is that sex
exists, separate from any particular people, and separate from 
any particular human interactions located in moments of time.

It’s kind of like sex is river-water and people can go 
down to the river-front or well to get some sex, bring it home in 
a bucket, maybe have it right then and there or keep some for 
later. 

https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-talk-about-consent
https://trevorhultner.tumblr.com/post/163065575435/lets-talk-about-consent
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It’s the idea that sex exists independently of any 
particular person or persons participating in sexual contact. But 
that’s not how sex works.

Sex doesn’t exist out there in the world. It’s not a thing 
that can be accessed or blocked. It’s an interaction— kind of 
like a dance. It’s something two people (or more— or fewer, for 
people who experience masturbation as sex) create through 
an active process of interaction and which does not exist 
outside of that interaction. Once the interaction is over, the sex 
does not continue to exist into the present (because sex is that 
interaction). The sex stops when people stop having it / making 
it / creating it. And even the idea of “the sex” (or “46% of the 
sex”) is a little funny in a somewhat nonsensical kind of way.

Note that “sex *is* the interaction” vs. “sex is *produced* 
through the interaction” are not in conflict. The comparison with
dance is a good one because, like sex, we can talk about 
dance as separate from the act of dancing, as something 
produced via dancing, while simultaneously being the active 
dancing. There are certain types of dance which are 
established with names and particular moves / steps, that 
people can learn how to do and can practice and improve at,
etc. In that sense, salsa dance exists beyond anyone actually 
doing it. But for someone to “get” some salsa dance or to have 
a personal experience of salsa dance, they would have to be 
actively salsa dancing. Or, as someone who prefers more solo 
forms of dance myself, tap dance is an art form, and I have put
in a lot of time and practice to develop various skills, but tap is 
only something I experience first-hand while I’m actually 
tapping.

What this means when it comes to thinking about sex is 
that nobody can “block” someone else’s access to sex. 
Nobody can deny sex to anyone, because it’s not a thing that 
exists in a form where access to it or possession of it can be 
blocked. What’s being denied is the potential for engaging in a
possible interaction. 

When someone says no to sex, they aren’t blocking 
someone else’s access to the sex. What they’re doing is not 
participating in the sexual interaction that would “create” the 
temporally transient “sex” in the first place. The “sex” never 
happens, never “gets created”, never exists. 
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Someone else might feel disappointed (or in the case of 
entitlement, angry) that their plans to have a transitory 
experience with someone do not come to fruition. But nobody 
is being denied anything that actually already exists. Nobody is 
being kept from anything. 

That’s especially interesting to consider because when 
people talk abut “denying someone sex” that usually implies a 
commodified understanding of sex— where one “sex” (i.e., 
episode of sexual interaction) is at least theoretically equivalent
to or interchangeable with another. 

And we have the language that bears that out— “get 
some” or “get it”, and phrasing like “getting it on the side”. If 
the sex (with one person) weren’t interchangeable (with the sex
with someone else), then “sex” wouldn’t make sense as “it” 
(and only a single, all-context “it”).

For a comparison, nobody can deny someone else salsa
dancing or block someone else’s access to salsa dancing. It’s 
possible to say “I won’t do this thing with you” or “I won’t 
interact with you in this way” but it’s not like someone is 
standing between that person and the disembodied “salsa 
dancing” which exists somewhere on its own waiting for people
to come access it. And choosing not to salsa dance with 
someone doesn’t prevent that person from salsa dancing with 
someone else. 

The institution of monogamy gets in the way there, and 
indeed both enforces the commodification of sex and places 
limits on where people are “allowed” to look for certain things 
they want or need in their lives. Monogamy basically says “you 
can only dance with this one person, so if you want to dance 
and they say no, you can’t have any dance in your life”. For 
that reason, I don’t think we can ever build a consent culture 
without unpacking the Institution of Monogamy8. 

(That’s also not to say that non-monogamy is 
automatically non-coercive either.) 

8 I've described the Institution of Monogamy and the difference 
between little-m “monogamy and Monogamy, in a blog post, 
although that was in response to a particular question:
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/190418302290/on-monogamy 

https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/190418302290/on-monogamy
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(I've written about some of those issues before9.)

A consent culture does mean that all interactions should
be consensual. That does mean that there will be times when 
someone wants to interact sexually with someone where a 
potential partner does not want that interaction. And a 
consent culture requires being okay with not doing things with 
people that they don’t consent to do.

Unpacking the commodification of sex also means 
unpacking expressions like “sexual access” which already 
frame one person’s body as the passive resource from which 
another person can actively “take sex”. Often, that’s the 
purpose of that discursive framing— we talk about “sexual 
access” to someone’s body mostly in the context of one person
doing sexual violence to another, or of one person saying no to 
another person who is effectively treating them as a sex object.

Or alternatively, in the context of paid sex work, talking 
about one person selling “sexual access” to their body or selling
their “sexual labour” instead of selling “their body” or “sex” 
emphasising that two people can participate in a physical 
interaction without that participation being equivalent in kind. 

“Sexual access” frames “sex” as a thing that one person 
takes from another, or as something one person gives another 
(perhaps in exchange for something else). “Sexual access” in 
that sense is about “one-sided” sexual interaction. On the other
hand, I far less frequently encounter people talking about 
“sexual access” in a positive context of mutually consensual 
personal relationships. 

At least superficially, consensual personal romantic 
and/or sexual relationships are nominally interactive and recip-
rocal. Nominally, sex between partners is supposed to be parti-
cipatory and mutual. It’s not supposed to be about something 
one person gives another or that one person takes from the 
other, or even just a simple exchange of “commodities of intim-
acy and/or sexuality”.

9 https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/142426615287/of-relationship-
anarchy-accessibility-and-sitting    
This text is also part of the zine “of Relationship Anarchy, Accessibility 
and Sitting Shiva” from May 2016, which is available to read online: 
https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/ 
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(There are some exceptions because we have a lot of 
discourses about sex. For example, there’s a discursive 
landscape of traditional gender roles where women give or 
deny sex to men who take it— often in an exchange which 
parallels paid sex work, e.g, sex in exchange for romance 
and/or commitment. There’s a lot to unpack there, but 
generally, there’s fairly wide-ranging consensus among people 
working against rape culture that these stereotypes and 
expectations are at least nominally harmful.)

There are models of consent that are interactive: 
consent as a process, consent as an interaction, consent as 
ongoing. That was actually the origin of (ongoing) enthusiastic 
consent. It’s not uncommon now for consent to be viewed as 
an ongoing process generally. Consent as something that isn’t 
just a “yes” ahead of time to something that people might 
change their minds about later or never have considered. But 
despite the increasingly widespread recognition of consent as 
an ongoing process, we still generally talk about it as a thing 
because the language is shaped that way.

To dispel some of the strange ways I’ve seen the idea of 
“enthusiastic consent” framed, it never said anyone couldn’t 
consent to something they weren’t enthusiastic about. It said 
that if your partner isn’t enthusiastic about something and/or 
stops being enthusiastic about it— and therefore if it’s all for you
only— then back off! It was never meant to be a 
comprehensive system of using enthusiasm alone as a measure 
of ethical rightness for something to proceed. 

And to be clear, enthusiasm doesn’t have to be limited 
to a particular discourse of desire / spontaneous desire / intrinsic
desire. Someone can be enthusiastic about something for a lot 
of different reasons. And yet, the realities of immediate / 
individual-level and/or societal-level sexual coercion for so 
many people are such that the ideal of enthusiastic consent 
just does not apply to their lived realities. But that gets into 
whole other lengthy conversations. Probably more than one.

In the early days of “enthusiastic consent”, it wasn’t 
uncommon for this ideal of consent as an ongoing process to 
go along with the idea of sex too as an interaction. 

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/142426615287/of-relationship-anarchy-accessibility-and-sitting
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/142426615287/of-relationship-anarchy-accessibility-and-sitting
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Often articulated via “sex as performative” (not in a 
superficial sense, but in a more post-structuralist constructionist 
sense), sex as ongoing sexual interaction— like a dance— 
without end-goals or “products”. 

This was primarily focused on deconstructing what 
people meant by “sex”— destabilising the place of (penis-
vagina) “intercourse” as “the (only / legitimate form of) sex” 
and disrupting the way orgasms (or newer and increasingly 
unrealistic standards of multiple orgasms) had been taking a 
place of a “goal” for sex or a measure of sex’s effectiveness or 
realness. But it also unpacks the commodification of sex that 
predicated those issues. And I think it’s still useful for that 
purpose.

Interestingly enough, it’s not just sex that’s commodified. 
Consent is also commodified— treated as a thing people give, 
withhold, feel entitled to from others, or might give in exchange 
for something, etc. And that is in direct conflict with what 
“consent” means when working to deconstruct rape culture. 
Consent should be freely given— it shouldn’t be a commodity 
traded in some kind of economy of intimacy, and if we’re 
talking about what “consent” is supposed to mean, it can’t be 
a commodity. Consent also doesn’t exist beyond someone’s 
active consenting. Consent is an active process and not a 
stable resource someone can access (or not).

Sex isn’t a thing. Sex is an interaction. Consent is also an 
interaction. Consent is a way of proceeding with an interaction,
for example, a way of proceeding with sexual interaction (i.e., 
a way of doing “sex”).

Building a consent culture means a lot of things. One of 
them is talking about sex for what it is— sexual interaction— an 
active process of interacting. It’s not a thing. It’s not a resource.
It doesn’t exist beyond people doing whatever sexual things. 
[Note though that “doing” isn’t limited to just physical actions— 
“doing” can have verbal, perceptual, experiential, etc. parts 
too.]  Sex is not something that people can access or take or 
block access to.

Sex doesn’t exist outside a context of people “having 
sex”. Consent doesn’t exist outside of people engaging in 
ongoing interaction or whatever consensually. 
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And I think it would be useful to stop talking about sex 
and consent as though they did. That would mean changing 
the shape of a lot of conversations. 

It’s not just a matter of saying “No, it’s not abusive to 
‘deny someone sex’ because consent is important and sexual 
entitlement should not exist.” It’s a matter of questioning if it 
even make sense to talk about “denying someone sex” in the 
first place.

Sex isn’t a thing people can have and neither is 
“consensual sex”. “Consensually” is *how* people can engage 
in sexual interaction (and how they should participate in sexual 
interaction if ever and/or whenever they do). 

Whenever people interact sexually, they can and should
be doing it consensually. And talking about it in that way might 
ultimately be more productive than “got consent?”, even if it 
doesn’t fit well on buttons of t-shirts.
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I am actively not having sex with you right now!

I do a lot of ace educational work offline (and used to 
do a lot of sex-ed) Part of that work involves tackling the topic 
of how “compromising to have sex” and “compromising to not 
have sex” are very different things, and bringing up people’s 
latent assumptions about sexual entitlement. There’s an 
example I started using this year that people seem to really 
enjoy, to illustrate that. 

 The example

When the idea of “sexual compromise” first comes up, 
people are often inclined to see “compromise sex” as parallel 
and equivalent to “compromise no-sex”. From a consent 
perspective they are very different. I could go into the theory, 
but in an educational context, that’s not usually helpful. So 
without even getting into any theory, it’s very simple to start 
laying out the landscape of consent…

I am actively *not* having sex with you right now. And I 
don’t need your consent for that. Tomorrow I will again actively 
be not having sex with you, and next Thursday too. And I’m also
actively not having sex with that person over there, etc. I 
(should) get to decide that all on my own, and I don’t (or 
shouldn’t) need anyone’s input or permission to make that 
choice. (And nobody is entitled to try to force me or try to 
make me change my mind.)

You don’t need someone’s consent to *not* have sex 
with them. But you absolutely do need someone’s consent to 
*have* sex with them.

Usually people laugh when I tell them that I’m actively 
not having sex with them (especially if it’s a whole group)! But it 
also usually makes the point rather effectively. You, reading this 
zine: I am actively not having sex with you right now!

It’s also not uncommon for people to respond with 
something like “but we’re not dating”… (either implicitly or 
explicitly stating that things would be different if we were). Right
away, that brings to the surface the issue of “sexual 
entitlement” even if people would deny that they believe in 
such things (i.e., someone feeling entitled to sexually access 
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someone else / someone else’s body— usually some kind of 
dating partner, particularly in the context of monogamy). And 
that’s useful, because it means we can talk about it, and it 
means there’s something to challenge. 

 The educational context:

Starting from that humourous statement is actually a 
really efficient way to get to the point of challenging deeper 
and more insidious personal and societal values because 
people need to recognise they hold a belief before they can 
understand how it is influencing other things (and before they 
can work on changing it). People hold a lot of implicit and 
contradictory beliefs— and aren’t usually aware of all of them. 
We are all influenced by the large-scale ideologies that “go 
without saying” in our broader social contexts, even if we 
deliberately try to reject them. “Unlearning” is a life-long 
process, just as learning is.

As an educator, if you start off trying to challenge a 
belief someone doesn’t realise they hold, it’s a lot more difficult 
to achieve any substantive change. (It doesn’t usually go over 
well.) People will very often superficially agree with things or 
agree to things in theory— they may be very open to what 
you’re saying— while also holding contradictory beliefs / 
ideologies that they aren’t necessarily recognising (which 
would ultimately get in the way of). Compulsory sexuality and 
amatonormativity (not to mention neoliberal values) are really 
sneaky and resilient, for example. 

If you can bring an implicit belief or ideology to the 
forefront quickly (and ideally non-confrontationally), then you 
can talk about it and challenge it. 

Education is by definition about change. Learning is a 
process of change. But it also takes time. People don’t always 
change their minds (right away), but that isn’t necessarily the 
goal of education aimed at challenging harmful ideologies— 
the goal is long-term, substantive change, even if it isn’t quick 
change. Sometimes the change happens later, sometimes 
years later, and one particular educational event is usually only 
a small piece of that larger process. 
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If you can bring up a value-in-action, then people 
usually start recognising they have a value, and can begin to 
see how that value is influencing their overall outlook. (It’s hard 
to challenge a value people don’t recognise they have.) That 
recognition is necessary for those people to be able to work on 
challenging the value long after the “educational encounter” is
over. And people often will do that work and will often help 
others to do it too… especially when that involves a funny story 
for people to tell their friends.

I am actively not having sex with you right now and I am 
(or should be) entitled to make that decision all on my own, no 
matter what kind of hypothetical relationship context we might 
happen to be in. (And if you or someone else disagrees— as 
some people do— then at least we can get a good idea of 
where the disagreement lies.)
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Consent vs. Obligation 

For all the time I’ve spent arguing about how things like 
a sense of “sexual obligation” compromise and undermine 
consent and explaining to people that nobody ever owes 
anyone sex... I’ve never quite looked at the broader framing 
between consent and obligation.

Consent, by definition, must be freely given. (There’s a 
discussion to be had about the degree to which consent is 
possible, particularly within a hetero-patriarchal, white-
supremacist rape culture where social expectations will always 
already exert forces of coercion on individuals. But that’s 
another issue).

Consent must be freely given.

Moral obligations, on the other hand are, indeed, things 
that people are supposed to do— whether or not they want to.

In practice, if an interaction should be consensual (e.g., 
sexual contact), then there shouldn’t be any moral imperatives 
to engage in it, and any apparent moral imperatives to 
engage in the thing must therefore be invalid. Sex should be 
consensual, so nobody can ever “owe” anyone sex. And if 
someone is in a position where there is an apparent obligation 
to have sex with someone, then the possibility for consent in 
that situation has already been undermined.

If someone’s participation in something should 
necessarily be consensual, then then there can be no moral 
obligation to participate in it. 

Straightforward so far.

The flip side of that though brings up some interesting 
implications. The contrapositive says that if someone has a 
moral obligation to participate in something then it should not 
be necessary for that person’s participation in to be 
consensual. In other words, when there’s an obligation to do 
something, “consent” to do the thing is irrelevant / does not 
apply.

Specifically, if someone is required to do something, it 
doesn’t really matter whether they do it willingly. 
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A moral obligation exerts moral influence or 
“coercion”— an impetus to do the thing— and therefore, even 
if someone is voluntarily doing the thing, they are still choosing 
to do it in a context where their “yes” is “coerced” or “not freely
given”. In that sense, fulfilling a moral obligation can never be 
done “freely” (i.e., free of the moral obligation), and therefore it
can never be done consensually. It’s not that it’s being done in 
violation of consent. It’s that consent is irrelevant when there’s a
moral obligation. The question of whether moral obligations are 
fulfilled consensually is answered by a simple “does not apply”.

Since consent, by definition, must be freely given, it is 
impossible (and unnecessary) to consent to something that one
is morally obligated to do. 

Since this is the nature of a moral obligation, then if 
moral obligations are okay and moral obligations are beyond 
the realm of consent, then it’s okay for moral obligations to be 
beyond the realm of consent.

I have no problem with that in theory. And people 
certainly seem to orient toward that being true in practice— 
people routinely use moral obligations as a justification for 
treating consent as irrelevant.

For example, people use the idea of sexual obligation as
a justification for ignoring consent— which I reject by saying 
there is no such obligation.

In practice, though, when it comes to social 
expectations that presume or enforce certain kinds of “sexual 
obligations”... it’s not enough to emphasise that sex should be 
consensual— because that’s in contradiction to the sexual 
obligation in the first place. So simply emphasising the 
importance of consent (without fundamentally dismantling the 
sexual obligation and everything that supports it) just ends up 
commodifying “consent” (i.e., treating not just the sex as 
something that can be “owed”, but the “consent” too as 
something that can be “owed”, as I’ve written about. [see “'Sex
is not a thing' (and neither is 'consent')”, p. 1]

That means that it’s not enough to emphasise the 
importance of consent: it’s going to be necessary to 
fundamentally unpack all the social scaffolding that supports 
the coercive expectations... and that’s a big job. 

p. 20

Building a consent culture means completely 
dismantling rape culture. That’s huge.

But this whole framing where consent and obligation are
mutually exclusive brings up another issue: if consent is 
irrelevant to moral obligations, then it follows that moral 
coercion is okay. But what does that mean for other kinds of 
coercion?

[To be clear, by “moral coercion”, I mean the influence 
of the moral obligation or the social judgement by people who 
share a morality against someone who breaches this morality. 
I’m not talking about “moral coercion” in the sense of creating 
a coercive situation by putting people in a situation of having 
to choose between two morally objectionable options.10]

In practice, people justify all sorts of coercion & violence
through the tool of “moral obligation”. This includes justifications
based on a “moral obligation to save people” (from things 
those people might not agree they need to be “saved” from). 
These kinds of arguments are used to justify spectacular levels 
of violence particularly targeting marginalised groups, where 
things like homophobia, ableism, racism & colonalism— 
especially since the “moral obligation to save” tends to go 
hand-in-hand with the “moral obligation to let themselves be 
saved” so the “saving” (or any action done in its pursuit) 
doesn’t require consent.

For example, the ‘saviour” thing was a very explicit 
justification of colonial racist agendas— including Christian 
missionary justifications— and it continues today only slightly less
explicitly. For example, the very explicit “saviour” justification of 
the “60′s Scoop”11 of systematically removing Indigenous 
children from their communities “for their own good” and which
continue only slightly more opaquely today with the 
spectacular overrepresentation of both Indigenous and Black 
children in Canada’s child welfare systems12. 

10 As explained by Saba Bazargan in a paper called “Moral Coercion” in 
the Philosophers' Imprint (Volume 14, Issue 11: May 2014). Available 
here: https://philpapers.org/archive/BAZMC.pdf 

11 Wikipedia is a very basic starting point for learning more: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sixties_Scoop 

12 For example, check out information from the Ontario Human Right 
Commission [http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/under-suspicion-concerns-

http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/under-suspicion-concerns-about-child-welfare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sixties_Scoop
https://philpapers.org/archive/BAZMC.pdf
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There are similar sorts of “for their own good” or “moral 
obligation to save [these people / others from these people] 
arguments made to justify things like promoting or forcing 
“reparative therapy” to “fix” sexual orientation or gender; or to 
justify things like involuntary hospitalisation (especially when 
“danger to others or self” are not assessed independently of 
things like race, class, disability, and gender etc.). 

These “for their own good” / saviour moral obligations 
are even used to justify eugenics agendas (that might start with
trying to “cure” all forms of neurodivergence and disability, but 
extend into promoting death / assisted suicide to 
neurodivergent or disabled people who cannot be “cured” 
and/or trying to prevent us from reproducing or people like us 
from ever being born in the first place, etc.) And to be clear, I 
say “us” because I am broadly part of some of the groups 
targeted, but because I have so much privilege in other areas 
of my life— white, highly-educated, etc., I won’t be subject to 
most of this.

At the same time, the idea that if someone has a moral 
obligation to do something then their “consent" to do the thing 
is irrelevant... also means that people should avoid harming 
people whether they want to or not. Take the example of trans-
bashing. It’s come up recently-ish that people are making 
obviously transphobic arguments about how their “freedom is 
being denied” and their “consent is being violated” because 
they’re being coerced into *not* “trans-bashing”. 

I would argue that “not trans-bashing” is something 
people shouldn’t have to “consent” to— people shouldn’t 
trans-bash anyone, whether or not they’re “coerced into” *not*
trans-bashing. To that argument, I respond that I don’t really 
care. (Of course, in these contexts, nobody seems concerned 
with how trans people who are *subjected to* the trans-bashing
aren’t consenting to it... but that’s another story.)

about-child-welfare]. There's also information in any number of 
academic sources, though many are behind paywalls. However, some
are available for free, such as the article by Gordon Pon, Kevin Gosine,
and Doret Phillips called “Immediate Response: Addressing Anti-Native 
and Anti-Black Racism in Child Welfare” in the International Journal of 
Child, Youth and Family Studies (Volume 2. Issue 3/4: 2011). Available 
here: https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/ijcyfs/article/view/7763/2554
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Obviously, I’d rather people *voluntarily* not trans-bash 
anyone. And I don’t think we can ultimately get to a place of 
ending trans-bashing (and all other forms of transphobic, 
transmisogynist and cis-centric violence) in any lasting way 
without fundamentally dismantling all the reasons why people 
*want* to engage in it to begin with. Even still, if we could stop 
trans bashing regardless of how people who might be inclined 
to participate it would feel about it (at least for now), I think that
would be a positive step. But that brings up other ethical 
questions. 

More generally, I question what the seemingly mutually 
exclusive relationship between consent and moral obligation 
actually means— in particular what kinds of coercion are okay 
to exert in the pursuit of moral/ethical obligations and what 
things are not okay? (This are very large philosophical and 
political questions that I don’t actually want to get into here.)

But so far I have come to the conclusion that consent 
being irrelevant when there’s a (valid) moral obligation at play 
doesn’t mean “anything goes”. It doesn’t mean that all forms of
coercion are somehow simply okay. Consent and obligation 
might be mutually exclusive in that kind of ontological sense but
that doesn’t mean that in a given situation either “no coercion 
is okay” or “all coercion is okay”. Even in situations where 
consent might not apply, coercion is not automatically a free-
for-all. There are other options.

https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/ijcyfs/article/view/7763/2554
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/under-suspicion-concerns-about-child-welfare
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On the Commutativity of Friendship & Intimacy

 Introduction

Commutativity is a logical and mathematical property.13 
(To be clear, I’m not using that in the legal or moral sense.)

Basically if you have two things that are related by some 
kind of operator, and it doesn’t matter what order you put 
them in, then that operator is commutative. Addition is 
commutative (i.e., 3 + 4 = 4 + 3) but subtraction is not 
commutative (i.e., 3 - 4 ≠ 4 - 3).

Sometimes it’s useful to think about social interactions in 
that way. “High-five-ing” is a commutative interaction because 
when person1 high-fives person2, then person2 must also be 
simultaneously high-five-ing person1 (otherwise, it’s just a failed 
attempt at high-five-ing and not an actual high-five). On the 
other hand, “curling up on a lap” is not commutative because 
when my cat curls up in my lap, I am not therefore curled up in 
her lap. 

Personal relationships aren’t (usually) about math. But 
the terminology can be helpful. I would argue that intimacy is 
commutative. Friendship... not so much. And the perception of 
intimacy... also not so much. Both, however, need to be 
consensual and that plays out slightly differently for each.

13 For a more detailed explanation, check out the wikipedia page: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commutative_property 
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 Overview

Part 1 Summary: On the non commutativity of friendship

Friendships are hard to define. But even without a 
definition, people still know who their friends are. There’s a long 
and non-exhaustive list of things that might define “friendship” 
but different people and different friendships will need different 
combinations of things. There’s some grey-area between 
“acquaintance” and “friend”, and some description of what 
that looks like for me. Some of the things involved in “friendship”
are shared things done together, but some are things that a 
friend does (that the other friend presumably but not 
necessarily also does in return). “Being a friend” and “having a 
friend” mean different things. It’s possible to “be a friend” and 
not necessarily “have a friend” in return, because friendship is 
necessarily consensual. And for something to be consensual, it 
has to be something people can opt into or out of: it can’t be 
obligatory. Therefore, friendship is non-commutative.

Part 2 Summary: On the commutativity of intimacy

Intimacy is a really vague, amorphous thing that doesn’t 
parse well into neat categories of “physical” or “emotional” 
even though people might want to divide it up that way. 
Instead it is a broad term for the wonky diversity of experience 
that is being “close to” or personally “connected” with 
someone. And beyond that, it’s consensual— the closeness 
without the consent isn’t “intimacy” but “invasion” instead. So 
intimacy is a two-way thing. On the other hand, people can 
feel close or connected to someone who doesn’t share that— 
and while it might be “intimacy with a creative product” it’s not
really “intimacy” with that person. And people can feel close to
someone because of being forced into proximity or a situation 
of vulnerability. When situations are coercive, it’s a matter of 
degree, so people’s ability to consent to the proximity is also a 
matter of degree. That means there might be instances of “sort-
of intimacy”.  It’s useful to separate the “intimacy” from the 
feelings people have about it. People can be close and feel 
differently about it or experience it completely differently. 
Intimacy doesn’t necessarily feel a certain way or even have a 
“type” (even if people might experience that intimacy in 
particular, “typed” ways).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commutative_property
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Part 1— On the non commutativity of friendship

 Friendship as hard to define (but you can still identify 
your friends)

While philosophers from Aristotle14 to Derrida15 and 
beyond have been theorising friendship, and social 
psychologists and related practitioners have also extensively 
explored functional constructs related to friendship16, it’s still 
basically something people take for granted. Even the online 
Oxford dictionary has multiple definitions for the word.17 

There are expectations around friendship infused with 
morality— i.e., it’s possible to be a “good” or “bad” friend. If a 
friend does particular kinds of hurtful or careless or manipulative
things, that behaviour might be described as “being a bad 
friend” (in contrast to what a friend is supposed to be). And if 
that person “is a bad friend” often enough or if their “badness” 
is serious enough, that can completely undermine their “friend-
ness” (i.e., they aren’t “really” a friend at all). 

Note that “good” can also be used to mean “close” but
a) those are two different meanings of the word and b) the 
coincidence speaks more to the moral hierarchy of friendship 
with a particular moral order, with close friendships being 
somehow morally superior to not-so-close friendships— with 
implications about who can be prioritised and by whom. But 
that’s another story. 

Nevertheless, people’s ideas and/or ethics about 
friendship are typically implicit, until they run into some sort of 
conflict where a friend doesn’t fulfil their expectations for 
“friendship” generally or for that particular friendship. And that’s
part of what makes it so difficult to define “friendship” properly, 
that is, in a way that “works” in practice for a lot of different 
people in a lot of different friendships. 

14 More information about Aristotle's approach to friendship: 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/#Fri 

15 More information about Derrida's (ethical) approach to friendship: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Derrida#1990s:_political_and_et
hical_themes 

16 For a starting point, check out the wikipedia article and some of its 
sources: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friendship 

17 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/friend 
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There isn’t going to be a single definition or list or 
characteristics that works for everyone or for every friendship 
(though I’ll run through a bunch below), as people are diverse 
and so are friendships. 

Certainly we talk in ace— which necessarily includes 
aroace— spaces (and more recently also in not-specifically-
ace arospec communities) about how people generally don’t 
talk enough about friendship. We talk about how there are so 
many words spilled on creating, maintaining, repairing, ending 
and recovering from romantic relationships (past, present and 
future), but comparatively few words about those things when 
it comes to friendship. And we talk about how people don’t 
(often enough) communicate explicitly with their friends about 
what they’d like in their friendships, the boundaries of those 
friendships or conflicts within them, in contrast to what is 
expected (or considered “normal”) for romantic partnerships.

But usually, (for people who have friends— or at least a 
friend), there will be people (or a person) that comes to mind 
as being “a friend”. Even if people can’t define friendship, 
people who have friends can usually name people who are 
their friends.

 So what is friendship anyway?

People have a lot of different ideas about what it means
to be someone’s friend.  It might have to do with being 
supportive, understanding or constructively challenging. It 
might have to do with being trustworthy or having shared 
interests, or spending time with someone. It might have to do 
with being open with someone, being willing to have a certain 
level of intimacy and familiarity. It might have to do with having
a place in your life for someone. It might have to do with 
sharing politics or “sharing history” or “being in something” 
together (whether that be a fandom, a political struggle, an 
adventure, a creative project, etc.). 

It might involve certain commitments— to spending time
or exchanging words (either in person or online), or more 
substantively to “being there” when needed. It might have to 
do with being upfront— about interactions *not* being 
governed by any secret agendas or ulterior motives: a 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/friend
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friendship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Derrida#1990s:_political_and_ethical_themes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Derrida#1990s:_political_and_ethical_themes
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/#Fri
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friendship is not about secretly trying to gain sexual or romantic 
access to someone (a lot of people seem to view friendship as 
a type of relationship that is *not* supposed to be 
commodified, unlike sexual or romantic ones which often are 
commodified / treated as okay to commodify, like I’ve 
discussed— I don’t think any personal relationship should be 
commodified but that’s another story). [see “'Sex is not a thing' 
(and neither is 'consent')”, p. 1]

Chances are, any definition of friendship would involve 
combinations of those things— there will certainly be 
relationships that fulfil any one of those things and not be a 
“friendship” because those things are common in most or all 
types of personal relationship. It will be the particular 
combination or emphasis that matters. 

For me, the line between “friendship” and “friendly 
acquaintance” is having a place for someone in my life— in my
personal life (i.e., that “everything else” part of my life that exists
when I’m not at the community-scaffolded interaction, such as 
an ace meetup, or trans community meeting, or anarchist-
informed postering run, etc.). That’s not always a clear line. 
There’s an ambiguous, amorphous zone between friendship 
and acquaintanceship, where people are getting a little more 
familiar and possibly (but not necessarily) moving toward 
friendship. There’s groundwork to build.

I’ve written before about how the distinguishing feature 
to me between the affection and willingness to share intimate 
things involved in friendship and the affection and willingness to
share intimate things when there are romantic feelings is that, in
friendships, people have done the groundwork to build and 
support these things, such that they are stable and more-or-less 
rational.18

Sometimes there are conversations that linger after 
scheduled events, in empty rooms or on street corners, or move
to parks or end up folding zines late into the night. Sometimes 
there are gluten-free vegan birthday muffins or personalised 
string crafts, but with people whose universes I still wouldn’t 
trouble to interrupt. 

18 https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/116849607350/incoherent-
ramblings-re-romantic-attraction 
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There are people I’d show up for if they ever called me, 
but who wouldn’t call me. A friend is someone who might call 
me asking me to show up. (And this is especially true when the 
call to show up is for something personal, as opposed say, to 
something more related to a community connection— such as 
help with certain kinds of organising, etc.) [see “Reflections on 
Community”, p. 43]

In some situations it’s “quantised”19: you hit a certain 
amount of familiarity or intimacy, and there’s a “jump” from 
acquaintance to friendship. In other situations, it might be more
gradual, and the relationship categorisation shifts from 
“acquaintance” to “friend” in little instances, selectively in 
different contexts, over time.

I think there’s something useful to be said for talking 
about “sort-of-friends”. But even setting that aside, there are 
usually people who are pretty clearly “friends”.

 Friendship as possibly one-sided: “being someone’s 
friend” is not commutative

When you think about what it means to be someone’s 
friend, that’s an active process and involves certain kinds of 
actively fulfilled commitments. Even the language around 
friendship often implies some degree of action— becoming 
friends, building a friendship, being a friend. Some of the things 
involved are two-way things, like sharing history and spending 
time together. But some of them are one-sided— things you do 
for your friends, like support them, understand them, make time 
for them, share things with them, etc.

Interestingly enough, while people “are friends” and 
“have friends” the two things have really different connotations.

“Being a friend” sort of implies actively doing some of 
the things involved in friendship— and particularly doing them 
well. Meanwhile, “having a friend” sort of implies being on the 
receiving end of someone else doing those things.

19 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atomic_electron_transition 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atomic_electron_transition
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/116849607350/incoherent-ramblings-re-romantic-attraction
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/116849607350/incoherent-ramblings-re-romantic-attraction
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For example, “being a friend” might mean showing up 
and being supporting and trustworthy when someone needs 
you, while “having a friend” might mean that you have 
someone in your life who will show up and be supportive and 
trustworthy when you need them. And if you’re the one 
showing up and being supportive, then you’re not “having” a 
friend, you’re “being” one.

Ideally, someone will be a friend for someone and in 
return, they will have a friend (i.e., that person will be their friend
in return). This tends to be unstated, and according to many 
(though not all) moralities of friendship, the friendship should be 
given without expectation— and it just works out that both 
people choose to be-friend each other. (When people say 
things like “we are friends” that implies a two-sided friendship, 
but that’s not the only possible friendship configuration.)

But the nature of friendship is such that it has to be at 
least theoretically possible to be a friend to someone who is not
being a friend in return. It’s possible to be a friend and not have
(that person as) a friend.

Friendship can be one-sided. And I would argue, 
necessarily consensual.

There might be a philosophical argument to be made 
that if one person is being a friend, then the other person has a 
moral obligation to be a friend in return. But having a moral 
obligation to do something and actually doing it are not the 
same thing.

Moreover, I reject that argument on the basis that 
friendship is (or at least ought to be) consensual, which is at 
odds with having a moral obligation to do it (at all, or well). 
Since consent, by definition, must be freely given, it is impossible
(and unnecessary) to consent to something that one is morally 
obligated to do. For example, people have a moral obligation 
to avoid harming others. Therefore avoiding harming others is 
not something people need to consent to do: it’s just something
they should be trying to do whether or not they like it or want to.

On the other hand, one of the things that compromises 
consent is the application of moralised expectations— i.e.. the 
idea that someone can ever “owe” another person sex 
undermines the possibility of consent, and (erroneously, and 
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dangerously) justifies the perception that someone’s sexual 
consent isn’t needed. I’ve written more about that. [See 
“Consent vs. Obligation”, p. 18]

At the same time, friendship is the willingness and 
commitment to do things in appropriate situations as much as 
the acts themselves. For example, being there when someone 
needs/wants your help. Does that require the other person’s 
consent?

I would argue no, because a commitment is something 
a person does all on their own. Now, acting on that 
commitment would require the other person’s consent— if they 
never call on you to uphold your friend commitments, you 
might never do so, but your willingness to fulfil them (should the 
situation arise) is in your purview alone.

I don’t think it makes sense to talk about someone being
a friend to someone without their consent— it might be possible
to manifest the friendship in a non-consensual way (i.e., being a
friend in a way that is non-consensual), but not non-
consensually “being a friend” in abstract. In other words, when 
one person is a friend to another, that second person’s consent 
matters to how— not whether— that person is their friend. (And 
this might extend to being a friend to someone who wants 
nothing to do with you, for instance, by respecting boundaries 
no-contact, or whatever.)

There might also be an argument to be made that being
someone’s friend has constitutive properties (i.e., that “being a 
friend” to someone automatically “makes” that person into 
your friend). At that point, if that person doesn’t fulfil the 
obligations that go along with “being someone’s friend” (i.e., if 
they fail to “be a friend”— properly or at all), then they are a 
“bad friend” and not a non-friend.

However, I reject that argument on the grounds that it 
doesn’t make any sense— it’s a trick of definition that 
selectively imposes a circular definition on friendship sometimes 
while relying on an outside definition at other times. (i.e., what 
makes the first friend a “friend”, and how can the friendship of 
the first friend and the circularly defined friendship of the 
second “friend” both be “friendship” in any meaningful sense?) 
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I also reject that constitutive notion of friendship on the 
basis that it would again make friendship non-consensual.

For many people who find themselves in one-sided 
friendships, this might be a transition stage toward “ending a 
friendship” or no longer “being someone’s friend”. But people 
can maintain one-sided friendships for a long time, indefinitely. I
don’t imagine doing that is the healthiest thing ever, but it’s 
certainly possible.

Being a friend is non-commutative. Friendship is non-
commutative.

Part 2— On the commutativity of intimacy

 Situating descriptions or definitions of intimacy

Intimacy means a lot of different things to a lot different 
people. I’m not going to hazard a definition beyond 
“closeness” or “connected” (which are deliberately broad and 
ambiguous words). While there are arguably a lot of different 
types (or perhaps more accuracy manifestations of intimacy 
and ways of being intimate), the word has a lot of baggage.

To look at how people might be inclined to frame these 
things, a wikipedia search for “intimacy” (as of today at least) 
redirects to “intimate relationship”20 and if you go to the 
disambiguation page21, the next options are a pair of links for 
physical intimacy22 and emotional intimacy23. 

And naturally, (at least as of today) the image on the 
emotional intimacy page is of a picture of a romantic couple 
lying in bed reading, presumably naked under the covers, with 
their feet intertwined.24 
20 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intimate_relationship 
21 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intimacy_(disambiguation) 
22 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physical_intimacy 
23 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intimacy 
24 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intimacy#/media/File:Lesbian_

Couple_togetherness_in_bed_03.jpg 
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The caption is “A couple reading together” (as though 
reading always takes place naked in bed, while wearing a 
wristwatch). To be sure, just in case there was any confusion 
about their couple status, the image title additionally specifies 
that they are a “lesbian couple”. Also, since this is wikipedia, 
naturally the couple in question seem to be white-coded folks, 
which provokes the question about the racialisation of 
perceptions of intimacy.

Clearly there is the connection implicit between 
emotional intimacy and physical intimacy. Also, the choice of a
lesbian couple for this image— while I’m happy to see that it 
isn’t simply a man and woman— invokes questions about 
stereotypes about lesbians. Is this picture chosen because two 
naked women— a lesbian couple— reading in bed display 
emotional and not physical intimacy? Is this a desexualisation of
lesbians? 

I don’t think that reading naked in bed is an inherently 
sexual act, but the normative implication is that it might have 
followed some sexual contact. There are certainly other 
pictures that might have involved emotional intimacy without 
invoking past sexual contact, or without physical intimacy 
generally.

Being naked in bed with intertwined feet shows physical 
intimacy as well as emotional. I don’t dispute that often the two
go together in some form, but it would have been entirely 
plausible to have a picture for the “emotional intimacy” page 
where the two forms of intimacy are less explicitly intertwined. 
Similarly, the pictures on the physical intimacy page are of fully 
clothed people— one cuddle pile and another with a pair of 
people hugging and smiling (which suggests an emotional 
aspect to the physical intimacy too). 

So while the structure of the wikipedia pages might 
speak to physical and emotional intimacy as separate (with 
more of an emphasis on the “sexual” in the physical intimacy 
page— though the discussion is certainly not limited to sexual 
stuff), the choice of pictures on both pages speaks to the two 
being part and parcel of the same thing. People in close 
physical and/or emotional proximity. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intimacy#/media/File:Lesbian_Couple_togetherness_in_bed_03.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intimacy#/media/File:Lesbian_Couple_togetherness_in_bed_03.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intimacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physical_intimacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intimacy_(disambiguation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intimate_relationship
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Also, while wikipedia focuses on two types or dimensions 
of intimacy (i.e., emotional and physical), I don’t think it’s 
especially useful to list all the possible ways that people can 
experience intimacy— intellectual, creative, spiritual, aesthetic, 
sexual etc. I don’t think it’s especially useful to construct 
independent dimensions for intimacy— the whole point is that 
there’s a diversity of ways people experience and / or do 
intimacy which will probably involve multiple dimensions in 
various capacities. Unless there’s a particular reason to 
describe a single aspect of intimacy separated from the whole 
experience for a particular purpose, I think it’s probably more 
productive to talk about intimacy as a whole.

To be clear, I don’t think conversations about intimacy 
would be well-served by a neoliberal framing which reifies 
different dimensions of intimacy as independent things the way 
people often talk about umpteen different (independent) types
of attraction. (read: I think that creating lists of “types of 
intimacy” and/or disembodied identity labels based on cate--
gories of intimacy is probably missing the point of a conversa- 
-tion about understanding, describing or promoting intimacy.) 
I’ve written about issues with that approach in the context of 
types of attraction25 but the point applies more broadly. 

Creating independent “categories of intimacy” would 
have the downfall of acting like the same criteria are relevant 
or salient in all instance of intimacy across the board. However, 
even if things like different forms of intimacy might be able to 
be described the same set of terms (i.e., much like I could 
theoretically describe my pink yoga ball and my rocking chair 
using the same criteria), that would probably be missing the 
point of what is interesting or meaningful in each unique 
experience (i.e., much like that would miss the point about how
I relate to both of those objects). Basically, “intimacy” is an 
inherently ambiguous and amorphous phenomenon 
encompassing all ways of being close or personally connected 
with someone. Intimacy is about closeness, in all its diversely 
wonky glory.
25 I've written about that specifically in a blog post: https://rotten-

zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/132118572655/notes-on-types-of-attractions-
as-orientations ; and also more extensively in the zine “Neoliberalism, 
Homonormativity & Ace Discourse” from July, 2016, which is available 
to read online: https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/ 
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 Intimacy as consensual, and therefore transitive (not 
“one-way”)

In a basic physical sense, closeness is transitive. If my cat 
is close to my foot, then my foot is close to my cat. So is 
connection. If my cat’s claw is connected to my pant leg, my 
pant leg is connected to my cat’s claw. There isn’t really any 
way around that.

Intimacy might be a little more metaphorical than that—
even physical intimacy is said to potentially include eye 
contact (which typically doesn’t involve eyeballs being very 
close or in physical contact). But there’s still a “closeness” or 
“connection” in a physical sense, at least metaphorically. 
Similarly, emotional intimacy might involve sharing secrets, 
showing vulnerability, sharing strength and understanding. 
Different types or levels of intimacy might seem appropriate for 
different contexts.

For example, it’s fine for my housemates to see me in a 
towel after a shower, but I wouldn’t want some stranger on the 
street seeing that. And in the context of getting used to living 
with new people, I’ve experienced the weird jump in situational
intimacy, where suddenly we’re doing the kinds of things 
people do when they live together (like seeing each other in 
pyjamas or in post-shower towels). Even that kind of basic 
familiarity is a kind of intimacy— a kind of closeness, that might 
be awkward initially because it isn’t matched by emotional or 
social closeness. And yet, we’re both in it together and we both
agree that it’s part and parcel of agreeing to be in that kind of 
living situation. (Same thing would presumably go for showers or
change rooms at public swimming pools.)

That brings the question of whether intimacy is by 
definition consensual, or whether it merely should be 
consensual (i.e., is non-consensual closeness “non-consensual 
intimacy”, or it is something *other* than intimacy?). My take on
this is that intimacy is consensual and non-consensual closeness 
is something else— I’ll explain. 

For example, it’s perfectly possible to stand right up next 
to someone waiting for the bus at an otherwise empty bus stop,
whether they want you to or not. That will create a literal 
closeness. 

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/132118572655/notes-on-types-of-attractions-as-orientations
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/132118572655/notes-on-types-of-attractions-as-orientations
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/132118572655/notes-on-types-of-attractions-as-orientations
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If someone does this without the other person’s consent, 
is that intimacy? I would argue that it’s an invasion of space, 
which does not constitute intimacy and that framing that kind 
of invasion as intimacy is a misunderstanding of intimacy. A 
violation is not intimacy (even if it occurs otherwise within the 
context of intimacy— like an intimate relationship).

On the other hand, that is different from someone is 
engaging in life-saving physical contact (e.g., CPR) on an 
unconscious person who was hit by a car, which would also be 
proximity but not intimacy because the unconscious person is 
not consenting. However, unlike the creepy bus-stop close-
stander, the person performing CPR arguably has a moral 
obligation to help save that person’s life if possible, so their 
consent is not needed (especially given that it can’t be 
obtained). In this case, doing nothing would have the 
devastating consequence of someone dying— again, without 
obtaining their consent. And because of that, the proximity, 
while not intimacy, is also not an invasion of space even if it’s 
“invasively close”.

These situations are different from one where a group of 
people are getting on a crowded bus. People mounting a 
crowded bus together are all doing that with the 
understanding that they are going to be unusually close 
(physically) in ways that they wouldn’t be otherwise, and 
getting on the bus anyway implies a willingness to enter the 
situation. That’s not an invasion of space. But it is a shared 
physical closeness. I think there is a level of (temporary) physical
intimacy in that kind of crammed-bus scenario because the 
closeness is consensual. 

So I’d like to add to a conceptualisation of intimacy that
it’s about consensual closeness or connection with others. 

Unlike how the consensual nature of friendship means 
that friendship might or might not be a reciprocated thing, I 
think that the consensual nature of intimacy means that it has 
to be a reciprocated thing. The difference is because 
“friendship” has substance— meaning— beyond the relational 
description. Being a friend is active, and people can’t be 
obligated to perform those things. 
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“Friendship” can describe either a two-way situation 
where people are consensual friends, or a one-way relationship
of one person toward another where one person is a friend— 
and the other person’s consent informs how, not whether, the 
first person is a friend. On the other hand, intimacy describes a 
shared share state of being. So both people’s consent would 
matter both to how and whether intimacy is to be.

At the same time, I do think that the nature of the 
closeness involved intimacy can be asymmetrical. For example,
it’s possible for someone to be involved in someone else’s life in 
ways that the person is not involved in theirs. People being 
close to each other doesn’t mean that they need to be close in
the same way. When my cat’s claw is attached to my pant leg 
(and my pant leg therefore attached to her claw), the nature 
of that connection for my cat with her paw is very different from
the nature of that connection for me with my pant-leg. 

In more human terms, my sister cuts my hair, which is a 
way that she’s involved in my life that we both agree to. That’s 
part of the pragmatic intimacy in our relationship. But I don’t 
cut her hair. Moreover, she asks me for a lot of emotional 
support that I give her, but it doesn’t go the other way around 
and I don’t want it to. (I think she would like it to go the other 
way around, and sometimes she tries to push it or to guilt me 
into “letting” her support me, but that would not be consensual 
on my end... so even if I did “let her support me”, it wouldn’t 
really be intimacy— but invasion.)

Generally, I would argue that intimacy is a mutually 
consensual, (at least) two-way thing even if the nature of that 
connection is different on both (or all) ends. If I’m close with 
someone— emotionally, physically or otherwise— then that 
person is close with me: we’re close (no preposition needed). If 
I’m experiencing a connection with someone, then I am 
connected to that person and that person is connected with 
me: we are connected, even though the nature of that 
connection might be different for each of us. 

I don’t think it really makes sense to talk about one-sided
intimacy— one person being close or connected to another 
who is not close or connected to them at all. What does that 
even mean? On the other hand, there can be situations of one-
sided *feelings* of intimacy.
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 One-way “perception” or “feeling” of intimacy (and in 
coercive situations, consent can be murky and sort-of 
intimacy)

I can imagine (and I have certainly experienced) 
situations of wanting to be close or connected with someone 
when this closeness didn’t yet exist. Or of feeling a connection 
to someone when this wasn’t reciprocal— for example in the 
context of long-distance sort-of-friendships, after some time has 
passed and someone else’s feelings of connection have faded.
But I don’t think that’s “intimacy” as much as the perception or 
feeling of intimacy.

Now, I don’t really want to get into an ontological 
discussion about the whether perception is necessarily 
predicated on a real, external stimulus. Perception is generally 
about sensory information and includes interpretation26, but the 
origin of that sensory information is another story, and it can 
refer to the way people understand a situation (i.e., where the 
“sensory information” is more metaphorical). 

To be sure, people use the term in different ways in 
different contexts, and standard dictionaries even list multiple 
meanings27. For example, someone can perceive a conflict 
where there isn’t one, and someone can fail to perceive a 
conflict when one exists. But that's another issue.

More to the point, there are certainly situations of one-
sided feelings of intimacy with someone that never even 
involved that second person specifically. For example, one 
person can strongly identify with things another person has 
done / said / written / drawn / created, etc., and feel a 
connection with that person-creator, even if that person might 
not know they exist. 

People feel connected to celebrities or content-creators
whose content they’ve engaged with, etc. That’s a very real 
phenomenon. But I wouldn’t call that “intimacy”. If anything, a 
person is “intimate” with someone’s creations and not the 
person themself, which is more of a metaphor— artistic 
creations not being sentient and all (and if they were, then their
consent would predicate intimacy). 

26 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perception 
27 http://www.dictionary.com/browse/perception 
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Similarly, people might feel close or connected to 
fictional characters. Again, that is not intimacy but perhaps a 
feeling of intimacy or a metaphorical intimacy describing the 
relationship with a (non-sentient) concept.

One distinction between a feeling of intimacy (which 
might be one-way or reciprocal) and intimacy is consent— 
does it involve the other party in a consensual way?

More prosaically, maybe someone is in a position to 
witness someone else’s vulnerability— perhaps a moment of 
crisis or injury— and therefore “feels closer” to that person. Does
intimacy really exist if that other person feels exposed but not 
close? I think it’s less about how someone feels per se and more
about whether they are agreeing to it or had alternatives. There
might be some (temporary) intimacy if the person agrees to 
have someone help them (even if the situation leaves few 
alternatives). Or there might not be any temporary intimacy if 
the person refuses help and is ignored, or begrudgingly accepts
because they see no alternative— it might be (situationally) 
coerced agreement (i.e., acquiescence) to invasive closeness.

For example, if paramedics respond to an emergency 
call to help someone with a serious injury, the physical proximity 
won’t be “intimacy” because there aren’t really any 
alternatives. But if people open up emotionally during the 
process (which is unlikely because it’s “unprofessional”), then 
that might create some (limited, and temporary) intimacy. 
Whereas, people helping each other in networks of mutual aid 
might be more likely to establish some temporary (or less 
temporary) intimacy.

Having said that, I think that intimacy (not necessarily 
physical) can come out of situations of forced (typically 
physical) proximity (e.g., people stuck together in a broken 
elevator— which people typically choose to enter of their own 
volition even if they were not intending to be continuing to 
share the space for an extended period of time.) But the 
intimacy isn’t the forced continued proximity per se. It is the 
shared choice to develop or maintain the closeness when there
are options. (e.g., people opening up emotionally in conversa- 
-tion because of their forced continued physical proximity— 
creating an intimacy that might last only during the elevator or 
beyond if people choose to maintain their closeness). 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/perception
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perception
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On the other hand if people are trapped in an elevator 
and one person starts narrating their life story or asking invasive 
questions, unsolicited, without participation from others, that 
wouldn’t be intimacy.

Also, I think things can get murky— situational coercion 
can be a matter of degree, just like social coercion can be a 
matter of degree, so consent can also be a matter of degree. 
In coercive situations, the issue at hand might be less about 
whether there was consent, but how much— how much 
consent was possible? And that means that the closeness might
be “sort of” intimacy— the question being less about whether 
there was intimacy but to what degree it was.

The other distinction between a feeling of intimacy and 
intimacy proper is ontological. Even if it’s an issue of intimacy 
and the feelings people have about that intimacy, one 
describes the relational proximity or connection, and the other 
describes how someone feels about it. However, when talking 
about forms of intimacy where the “closeness” or “proximity” or 
“connection” is more abstract— metaphorical or conceptual—
feelings can play a significant role in the closeness per se. Part 
of the connection or intimacy might be a level of empathy and
understanding, which cannot proceed or exist without feelings. 
Moreover, it is presumably often the feelings of closeness that 
encourage people to develop or maintain their closeness, to 
continue getting closer or staying close.

At the same time, there can be kinds of intimacy (like 
with the roommate towel example) where there might be 
consensual closeness in the sense of people being present for 
personal (otherwise normally private) aspects of their lives 
without having any particular feelings about it beyond being 
okay with it being a thing (or not).

 Subjective experiences of closeness vs. “flavours” of 
intimacy

At the same time, the subjective experience between 
the two people might be very different, regardless of how 
consensual their closeness is or was. One person might feel 
much closer to the other while the other does not, or both 
might have similar feelings. 
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Feelings about closeness are not necessarily 
commutative in that sense. 

I think there’s a useful distinction to be made between 
intimacy and how people feel about that intimacy— which 
theoretically means that people can “feel close to someone” 
without being close in any way or while only being non-
consensually close, but they can also be consensually close in 
particular ways without necessarily “feeling close” (whatever 
that means to them). And I think part of the confusion generally
is that people use the word “intimacy” to refer to both the 
closeness and the feeling of being close without 
acknowledging this issue. While another part might be that 
“feeling close” isn’t really ever defined, but means something 
quite different from the pragmatic meanings of “being close 
with someone in some way”.

For all the talk and theory out there about relationships, 
people don't really talk about what being “close with 
someone” (or “feeling close”) means to them. People just 
generally don't talk about what it means for them to be close to
each other or to get close, not necessarily even when they’re 
trying to navigate relationship contexts that are in the process 
of building this closeness. I don't think people have the 
language or the social space to articulate those things, and 
that's unfortunate because intimacy means a lot of different 
things to a lot of people, being close with someone means a lot
of different things to different people.

I've had to think a lot about what being close with 
someone means to me— what it looks like, what it feels like, 
how I want people involved in my life and how I want to be 
involved in other people’s lives, what I need in order to build or 
have that closeness (e.g., trust, among other things that I don’t 
want to get into here). But the main reason I’ve had to do that 
was because I seem to connect with people differently than 
others do, differently than people are expected to— so when I 
do connect with people, those connections seem to be 
different from what those other people expect, and it's mostly 
been up to me to do the sense-making. In my relationships, it’s 
mostly been up to me to make visible the assumptions people 
carry— including my own. 
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There’s a whole diverse mess of feelings out there 
between people and in relationships. We don’t all feel the 
same ways about “being close”. And we don’t all understand 
“being close” in the same ways. 

At the same time, relationships where people might feel 
very differently about their intimacy might be unstable— for 
example, where one person has very positive feelings about the
closeness and the other has more negative feelings (e.g., 
feeling crowded). 

This might lead people to decide they want to change 
the nature of the relationship— decide to stop doing the 
closeness (i.e., a discontinuation of consent, which should 
engender a change in the relationship). In practice, this might 
mean someone putting some distance between themselves 
and someone else (i.e., to become *less* close)— perhaps 
severing the relationship (i.e., such as in a “break-up”) or simply 
its intensity/proximity or the nature of the closeness.

Alternatively, people could feel different ways about 
their closeness and be comfortable that— for example, I’ve 
known people in partnerships where one’s feelings and love are
romantic and the other’s feelings and love are not... and they 
both know this and are cool with it. But in those situations, they 
both feel comfortable with the level and manifestation of 
closeness between them— even if they experience that 
closeness radically differently.

More generally, there are going to be a lot of different 
ways that people feel about consensual closeness. And when 
two people are close, they might not feel the same way about 
it. People can have different feelings about their intimacy. 
Moreover, there isn’t just one way to experience or feel the 
intimacy. And there are probably many ways to frame and 
express those experiences— people won’t necessarily describe 
their feelings / experiences of intimacy in the same terms. 

For one person, the salient feature might be an 
emotional closeness from feeling genuinely understood, but for 
another, the salient feature might be an intellectual closeness 
from finally understanding aspects of someone else’s 
experience. 
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That makes naming or describing the “type” or “flavour” 
of intimacy a little more complicated, and yet another reason 
to avoid labelling it at all. People can experience the same 
closeness differently from each other, and can even 
themselves have different types of (possibly even conflicting) 
feelings about a single experience! 

Moreover, consensual proximity doesn’t necessarily have
a “flavour” per se, even if people’s experiences of it do. There 
won’t be anything in the closeness per se that defines it as one 
thing or another— no necessary or sufficient criteria to make 
something “emotional intimacy” vs “intellectual” or a 
connection “romantic” vs “non-romantic” in nature. People 
may— and often certainly do— experience these flavours of 
connection, but the flavour at the level of subjectivity: there are
not necessarily any measurable characteristics of the 
interaction or relationship context that neatly correspond to 
any particular flavour.



p. 43
Reflections On Community 

 Re/considering “community”

I think people mean a lot of different things when they 
talk about community. We certainly talk about an “ace 
community” (or communities) and LGBTQ+ communities, and 
other such communities. But I think there’s a lot of leeway about
what that means.

In describing community based intimacy (which I’ll get 
to shortly), David Jay defined “community” extremely broadly 
in terms of all connections in one’s life— including economic 
connections that cross the planet28. I think the point of that was 
to open the scope of “relationships” as broadly as possible and 
not to deny or overlook the kinds of connections people in 
particular “groups” might have with each other by virtue of 
membership in or even loose affiliation with a particular group. 

While I think there’s value in trying to recognise all 
relationships and connections— even the ones that aren’t 
immediately visible— I also think there’s value in distinguishing 
this collection of relationships from “community” in a more 
specific sense, because people often participate in more than 
one community, and do so differently for each.

To me, “community” has to share something or have 
something in common— a goal, political affiliation, 
geographical proximity, aspect of identity or experience; a 
hobby or time spent together, interdependence for survival, 
etc. Ace community, trans community, communities of people 
who spin fire or take their dogs to a dogpark or play pick-up 
soccer or make zines or regularly show up to confront 
Islamophobic “western chauvinists”, etc.

Depending on how close-knit these might be, the level 
of casual community commitment or expectations might differ
— so: do people check in with each other? how do people 
help each other out? are there scaffolded group interactions? 
and if so how much time do people spend with each other 
outside of them?, etc. 

28 http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2008/12/magic-words-part-4-
big-picture.html 
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Typically when I think of “community” in a substantive 
way (as opposed to, say, “a community” in a more symbolic 
way), I think about a collection of people who are “in it 
together” (where the “it” has very real, material conse- 
-quences). Survival communities at the extreme end, but things 
where there are informal networks of cooperation and mutual 
aid, and where interactions sometimes extend into people’s 
homes (or other living spaces) and into various parts of their day
or night. In that respect, ace community isn’t necessarily the 
best place for everyone to look for “community”. That’s not to 
say that nobody finds such things in ace community or that 
there isn’t a lot, in practice, to being ace offline but that, for a 
lot of "ace community members”, the “community” part is a 
barely casual, merely symbolic sort of thing.

 Reconsidering “Community-Based Intimacy”

A while back— goodness, more than 10 years ago now
— David Jay was talking about “community-based intimacy” 
(e.g., in his Notes from the Asexual Underground podcast 
episode from January 2007 “Confessions of an asexual slut Part 
329— though he’d spoken about it more casually on his podcast
/ blog at least as far back as 200630). 

There was a small flurry of interest in Community Based 
Intimacy in the late 2000s, with some being very excited and a 
few of the bloggers (in the *much smaller-then* ace blogo- 
-sphere) writing about how that sort of thing didn’t or wouldn’t 
work for them.31 The term is still listed and vaguely defined on 
the AVENwiki “Relationships” page32, but it’s not something 
people seem to talk about much these days. So I’ll explain.
29 http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2007/01/15-confessions-of-

asexual-slut-part-3.html 
30 http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/search?

q=community+based+intimacy
31 For example two bloggers writing about this who were prominent in the

smaller ace blogosphere at the time were Ily from “Asexy Beast” in 
October 2007 [http://theonepercentclub.blogspot.ca/2007/10/letting-
go-again.html] and Venus from “The Venus of Willendork: Exploring 
A/Sexuality and Gender” in August 2008 
[https://willendork.wordpress.com/2008/07/15/mono-not-the-virus-and-
poly-not-the-wog/] 

32 http://wiki.asexuality.org/Relationship#Community-Based_Intimacy 

http://wiki.asexuality.org/Relationship#Community-Based_Intimacy
https://willendork.wordpress.com/2008/07/15/mono-not-the-virus-and-poly-not-the-wog/
https://willendork.wordpress.com/2008/07/15/mono-not-the-virus-and-poly-not-the-wog/
http://theonepercentclub.blogspot.ca/2007/10/letting-go-again.html
http://theonepercentclub.blogspot.ca/2007/10/letting-go-again.html
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/search?q=community+based+intimacy
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/search?q=community+based+intimacy
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2007/01/15-confessions-of-asexual-slut-part-3.html
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2007/01/15-confessions-of-asexual-slut-part-3.html
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2008/12/magic-words-part-4-big-picture.html
http://asexualunderground.blogspot.ca/2008/12/magic-words-part-4-big-picture.html
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While outlining Community Based Intimacy, David Jay 
described being intimate with a whole community of people— 
having a personal relationship with a community which might 
be relatively stable even if the relationships within individuals 
within the community fluctuated. In practice, this would include
diverse relationships of various levels of significance and varied 
functions— someone engaged in community based intimacy 
would likely have several primary and secondary relationships in
addition to more casual ones. In particular, he described the 
structure of his community at that point in time, where two of 
the three primary relationships were with groups. 

Notably, community-based intimacy emphasises that 
relationships, even primary ones, aren’t limited to being 
between individuals. That’s important, because in the few 
places I’ve seen people explicitly engaging with the term / 
idea of “Community-Based Intimacy”, there are 2 different 
meanings at play: 

 someone distributing their “intimacy needs” (i.e., needs 
for human social connection) across numerous 
relationships within a community, in effect “throughout” 
a community, though limited to individual relationships 
within that community

 someone engaging intimately and building relationships 
literally *with an entire community* (or entire sections of 
a community) in ways that extend beyond relationships 
between individuals

The community-based intimacy that David Jay 
described was a combination of both.

At the same time, as I understand it, the purpose of 
describing “community based intimacy” wasn’t really to de-
scribe an “orientation” toward intimacy or a “way of doing” 
intimacy so much as it was a framework to help people talk 
about and conceptualise the relationships in their lives. It was 
really more about offering a framework to help people engage
more intentionally with their communities— to help people talk 
about what kinds of relationships they want in their lives and 
how to build them. A 2009 video about it makes that clear.33

33 http://www.asexuality.org/en/topic/44712-new-video-on-community-
based-intimacy/ 
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(Engaging intentionally with one’s community should not
be confused with the idea of intentional (living) communities34 
or other kinds of intentional communities based on similar 
principles. In intentional communities, the whole community is 
created and maintained intentionally, with explicit purpose, 
and with explicit commitments about participation from 
community members, agreements about what participation 
entails, etc.)

At any rate, while rarely foregrounded, community-
based intimacy is an idea that often lingers in the back of my 
mind because community generally is something I think about 
a lot. (Community is hard for me, as a weird, socially awkward 
introvert, so negotiating and navigating communities is an 
ongoing struggle for me.) But I think questioning what 
“intimacy” means in this context is useful.

 

 Intimacy within a community— individual to individual

Within a community, intimacy between individual 
community members works pretty much the same as anywhere
else— a consensual, mutual closeness or connection. 

People can have separate personal relationships with 
particular members of a community. For example, an ace 
having a few ace friends met through ace community. There 
are advantages to having many different individual 
relationships. 

When there are many relationships, people can seek 
different things they want in their relationships from different 
people. Expectations placed on relationships are generally 
more manageable in the sense that people are less likely to 
find themselves in situations of asking too much from one or two
people (or being asked for too much). That tends to avoid 
situations where people feel obligated to assume particular 
commitments or roles in other people’s lives. It removes some of
the pressures that can compromise the consensual nature of 
closeness.

34 For an explanation of intentional living communities, check out: 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/reference/encyclopedias-almanacs-
transcripts-and-maps/intentional-communities 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/reference/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/intentional-communities
http://www.encyclopedia.com/reference/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/intentional-communities
http://www.asexuality.org/en/topic/44712-new-video-on-community-based-intimacy/
http://www.asexuality.org/en/topic/44712-new-video-on-community-based-intimacy/
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Additionally, it’s possible that the closeness is a “close 
community relationship” and not a “close personal 
relationship”. It’s just that the nature of these connections isn’t 
necessarily personal the way it is for individual relationships 
apart from any community context. In other words, people can 
connect with people along community-specific dimensions.

For example, I might connect with people in my local 
ace community around ace-related stuff (which might at times 
get quite personal), even if we don’t share personal 
relationships or even interact outside of those spaces. I might 
connect with local trans community members around issues 
that affect us all either personally or as a group or that might 
affect other group members. Or I might develop a “friendly 
rapport” with people I regularly organise things with. And with 
that comes an element of knowledge-sharing and sometimes 
practical support, even in the absence of personal 
relationships. [People routinely have those kinds of not-really-
personal peer relationships in a “work” context or with 
(especially post-secondary) classmates, etc.]

Community ties are relationships that exist first and 
foremost because of— and are sustained by— shared 
participation in a community. But they’re still individual ties 
between individuals within the community.

 Intimacy with(in) a community— individual to group

When it comes to relationships between an individual 
and a group, things can get a little tricky. There are groups of 
friends where people have a connection to the friend-group 
that extends beyond the individual relationships with the 
individual people in the group. (There’s some discussion of that 
in the context of relationship triads, but not much among larger 
groups.) And people can be close with or connected to larger 
groups of people too, as groups. 

For example, back when I lived out west on the prairies, I
was tangential to several communities. None of them were 
really *my* communities and I wasn’t really *part* of them, but 
people knew me and we were on good terms. I guess I was 
liminally part of those communities.
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First, is this intimacy between a person and a community,
or is this only the feeling of intimacy? It might be tempting to 
dismiss this as merely metaphorical, since communities aren’t 
sentient and don’t have agency in the same way that 
individuals do. But I think that misses some of what’s going on. 

For instance, there was this one collective house that I 
had a vague community relationship with (in addition to 
individual relationships with a couple of the people who lived 
there). I certainly didn’t have individual relationships with 
everyone there— it was actually a bit of a running joke that I 
literally couldn’t tell most of the guys who lived there apart (this 
was just an issue with the men and not with anybody else who 
lived there). As far as it mattered to me, they might have been 
the same person several times over— in terms of how they 
looked, dressed, spoke and acted (from the little I saw them at 
least). 

But if, say, I had a bunch of latkes or cookies left over 
from the queer youth group I was involved in at the time, I 
could bring them to the house and it didn’t matter who 
answered the door. Even if it was one of the guys I couldn’t tell 
apart from the rest and who probably couldn’t name me 
either, I would still be welcome because of the community 
familiarity (and it wouldn’t be “weird” for me to be there). There
was a level of “community-type intimacy” between me and 
that group of people that went beyond my relationships with 
individuals there. 

 “Consensual” participation in communities

The nature of a community is such that people who 
compose them and/or participate in them don’t and can’t 
have knowledge of or control over every aspect of that 
community. And I think that people participate in communities 
understanding that. So consent to participate in those 
communities is a much more broadly distributed sense of 
“consent”. And because of that, sometimes things happen 
within communities that people are not okay with to the point 
where communities fracture and/or individuals leave / drop out
of those communities.
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What people have control over, and what people 
ideally should be consenting to, is their own participation in 
those communities— how and how often they interface with 
those groups, and which parts of those communities or 
community spaces they interface with. As (figuratively) “living 
organisms” communities change over time as people come 
and go, form and shift group norms, go through experiences, 
etc. They are also shaped by the landscape of some of the 
personal relationships and conflicts among community 
members, particularly when there are critical events or 
instances of internal community violence. 

At the same time, changes within those communities 
don’t happen overnight. Ultimately, community members bear 
some responsibility for the communities they are part of while 
also not bearing full responsibility for all of what happens within 
them. These communities have a “life of their own” beyond the 
individuals involved in them. And participating consensually in 
these communities means getting a feel for those communities 
(so as to be informed), and then making decisions about 
participation, and acting on them— ideally in the absence of 
individual or situational factors coercing people toward staying 
or leaving, etc. And since this is an ongoing process, people are
constantly cycling through those stages.

Being close with a community means being integrated 
into it, spending a lot of time in its spaces, having it be 
significantly involved in your life, having commitments to the 
community, etc. That’s presumably going to mean substantive 
interaction(s) with other community members, but not 
necessarily the same ones, and the “closeness with the 
community” isn’t necessarily based on or related to “closeness 
with individual community members”.

And people can have particular feelings about that 
closeness, but there’s still a distinction to be made between the
way that communities are integrated into people’s lives and 
the meaning of that integration, the feelings they have about it,
etc.

Basically intimacy between a person and a community is
the connection between the individual and the community, 

where community members are (as freely and consensually as 
possible) participating in those communities.
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I feel like I conceptualise community differently than 
many others I encounter in ace “communities”, in terms of what
kinds of experiences I have with “community” generally, what 
I’m looking for from communities I participate in, and what 
participating in them means to me. Part of that is an ethical 
orientation toward communities and the voluntary 
commitments I believe are important within communities, to 
sustain communities. 

But that gets back to much larger issues that I’ve written 
about before, namely how aces are my people, but also not 
my people (e.g., in the intro to the first issue of “f-ace-ing 
silence”35).

I think there’s a lot of uncharted conceptual space to 
cover when it comes to the idea of intimacy between a person 
and a group, and to the ties people have generally to their 
communities.

35 All issues of the “f-ace-ing silence” collaborative zine are available at: 
https://rottenzucchinisfiles.files.wordpress.com 

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.files.wordpress.com/
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On Textual Intimacy

I misheard something someone said to me a while back
— with amusing consequences— and it reminded me that most
people have probably never considered the idea of textual 
intimacy. This is my attempt to explain it. 

I was initially surprised by my conversation partner's 
reaction— I hadn't imagined the idea would be novel, but 
apparently it is. Google tells me that other people indeed 
sometimes use the words “textual intimacy” but mostly in the 
context of literary criticism as a metaphor for a reader's close 
relationship with the text. 

There's also a book by that name about religious identity 
in autobiographical writing. So, it seems that textual intimacy in 
the way I mean it is very much something particular to me, or at
the very least isn't something people generally seem to be 
talking about or naming. 

 What is textual intimacy?

As someone who makes sense of my reality by talking 
and writing—sometimes with others and sometimes with only 
myself— textual intimacy has been a big part of my life for at 
least 25 years. It’s not something I often talk about outside of 
the relationship contexts where it happens, and ironically 
enough it’s barely something I have the words to express or 
describe. But it’s also a very important part of how I sometimes 
relate to people and do intimacy.

Apparently I’m some variety of word-heavy zinester and 
blogger. I’ve created many publicly available texts.36 But that’s 
not what I’m talking about when it comes to textual intimacy. 
Things I write and put online are things that typically aren’t 
written with a particular person in mind. I might have an idea of 
my texts’ intended audience, but any relationships I have with 
that group would be at most a community relationship— not a 
personal one. [see “Reflections on Community”, p. 43]

36 There's a list of many of my blog writings [https://rotten-
zucchinis.tumblr.com/writings] and my zines are available online 
[https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/]
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(So that means, it would be at most a casual 
community-type of intimacy involved.)

Now, that doesn’t mean that people can’t feel things 
because of what I (or anyone else) write(s)— people can have 
relationships with content that doesn’t involve the content-
creators. [See “ On the commutativity of intimacy”, p. 31]

And while I wouldn’t necessarily be okay with everyone 
reading the stuff I have on my blog and in my zines— there are 
in fact certain people in my life I emphatically do not want 
reading these texts (e.g., family members... among others)— for
the most part, these texts are not “private” and reading them 
doesn’t require or specifically involve any kind of closeness with 
me. 

Having said that, these texts do share aspects of my 
personal experience which would create a certain type of 
(unwanted-by-me) proximity should they be read by certain 
people who have ongoing personal relationships with me 
offline (like the family members I don’t want reading them!).

Textual intimacy isn’t intimacy achieved via text-based 
communication. I don’t think any particular kind of 
communication medium necessarily defines any type of 
intimacy or how people can be close, even if some media 
promote certain kinds of sharing or interactions more than 
others.  Since a lot of online communication is via text, there’s a
focus on text-based communication (i.e., the impact for 
intimacy of doing the talking by text— texting, instant 
messaging, sharing conversations on social media platforms, 
etc.). But by-and-large, that’s not directly relevant to what I 
mean by “textual intimacy”.

Since a lot of online communication is via text, there’s a 
social focus on text-based communication (i.e., the impact for 
intimacy of doing the talking by text— texting, instant 
messaging, sharing conversations on social media platforms, 
etc.). There are so many words spilled about how instant 
messaging and the internet are changing how people do 
relationships!  There’s the panic of “kids today” being “glued to 
their phones” and how Millennials and Generation Z-ers are 
[insert negative thing here] because they are doing [insert 
something about technology that Baby Boomers never did]. 

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/writings
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/writings
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There’s the general panic about how technology is 
ruining relationships and mental health and undermining all 
possibility for human connection, etc. And in turn, psychologists 
and such have a lot of say on the topic— mostly about how 
particular media and platforms are changing the way people 
interact and connect with each other, and what some of the 
consequences might be.

Psychologists are doing things like writing advice 
columns to help people communicate better by texting37 and 
studying measurable characteristics of relationships and 
theorising them in terms of things like the psychological 
implications of things like anonymity and invisibility in online 
communication38, or theorising reasons why online interactions 
might lead to people sharing more “intimate” information than 
they would in face-to-face conversations39 and ultimately 
concluding that golly-gee willikers, there can be intimacy in 
online relationships and relationships that include a lot of online 
communication40 or instant messaging41! 

But what I mean by textual intimacy is something quite 
different from intimacy achieved via text-based 
communications.

37 For example, check out this article: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/rediscovering-
love/201606/text-alert-is-your-intimate-communication-inadequate 

38 For example, check out this article: 
http://truecenterpublishing.com/psycyber/psytextrel.html 

39 For example, check out this article: 
https://blogs.cornell.edu/socialmedialab/files/2014/01/2011-Jiang-
Bazarova-Hancock-Self-disclosure-intimacy-link-in-computer-mediated-
communication.pdf 

40 For example Anna Lomanowska and Matthieu Guitton's article “Online 
Intimacy and Well-Being in the Digital Age” in the academic journal 
Internet Interventions (Volume 4, Part 2: May, 2016). Available at: 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214782916300021

41 For example, Yifeng Hu, Jacqueline Fowler Wood, Vivian Smith and 
Nalova Westbrook's article “Friendships through IM: Examining the 
Relationship between Instant Messaging and Intimacy” in the Journal 
of Computer-Mediated Communication (Volume 10, Issue 2: 
November 2004). Available at: 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-
6101.2004.tb00231.x/full 
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In contrast, textual intimacy is the intimacy that permits 
the sharing (and sometimes creation) of certain kinds of very 
personal texts. 

For instance, when I think about the sharing of such texts,
these might be texts that I have created for a particular person 
to read— sometimes primarily about sharing something about 
myself and other times more geared toward telling someone 
something that is specifically (presumably) to be meaningful to 
them. Alternatively, they might be texts I have created for 
myself, to figure something out or to express something about 
myself, my experience, my perspective, and then decide that I 
want to share one or more of them with someone, so that they 
can see or understand that part of me.

I’m not an artist. I’m a crafter. I work with words and I 
work with string. (I don’t claim any particular talent for either but
that’s not the point.) But this idea of textual intimacy is a little bit
like the intimacy involved in an artist (who has personal artwork)
sharing that art with someone in the context of a personal 
relationship, or creating personally meaningful pieces 
specifically for someone.

It’s just that people seem to be much more inclined to 
do that with art of various forms than with words (or only with 
words that are conventionally “art”— such as poetry or even 
fiction). At the same time, I don’t think of my texts as “art”, not 
even the ones that might hold parts of me. Despite that though,
they often do allow me the space to play with words in ways 
that are seldom appropriate— the opportunity to have fun with 
my (quite personal) craft.

For the most part, the kinds of texts that might be 
relevant to textual intimacy aren’t necessarily within the scope 
of regular daily activities, as they once were. For example, 
people in my social context typically don’t often write letters 
and send them through the mail knowing they will take a while 
to arrive, and any response will be separated not only by time 
but also by any life events that happen in the meantime. 

There are certain contexts where people still write and 
mail letters as a regular form of communication. For instance, 
letters often are (or can be) a major form of communication 
between people who are in prison and those on the outside. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00231.x/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00231.x/full
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214782916300021
https://blogs.cornell.edu/socialmedialab/files/2014/01/2011-Jiang-Bazarova-Hancock-Self-disclosure-intimacy-link-in-computer-mediated-communication.pdf
https://blogs.cornell.edu/socialmedialab/files/2014/01/2011-Jiang-Bazarova-Hancock-Self-disclosure-intimacy-link-in-computer-mediated-communication.pdf
https://blogs.cornell.edu/socialmedialab/files/2014/01/2011-Jiang-Bazarova-Hancock-Self-disclosure-intimacy-link-in-computer-mediated-communication.pdf
http://truecenterpublishing.com/psycyber/psytextrel.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/rediscovering-love/201606/text-alert-is-your-intimate-communication-inadequate
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/rediscovering-love/201606/text-alert-is-your-intimate-communication-inadequate
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However, because of how letters are treated going into 
prisons— being read by guards, risking being seized for any 
number of reasons, or having their content used against the 
receivers— the relationship between letter-writing and intimacy 
isn't quite as straightforward as it might be for letters elsewhere.

More generally, however, often the limitations of any 
medium are central to its power. In the case of letters, the fact 
that they are extremely limited in what they can include means 
that the letter-writer needs to pick a tiny fraction of their 
experience to write about, and those kinds of choices 
communicate a lot on their own, about what’s important to 
someone. If you can only say a few things, what would you 
say?  

While textual intimacy isn’t really about the medium, I 
think looking at the (lost) art of letter writing is ultimately useful 
to explain where I’m coming from, because, for me, that’s 
where this all started.

 Letter-writing and textual intimacy

I’m a letter-writer. It’s part of how I build certain types of 
personal relationships— including some friendships and some 
relationships that aren’t really friendships (and which certainly 
aren’t romantic!) but that I can only really describe as casual 
QP relationships42. It has been for the vast majority of my life.

Over the years, there have been parts of myself that I 
could only articulate or share in writing, and ways of 
connecting with people that have only been possible through 
temporally separated packets of written words. There have also
been pieces of writing I have created which represented and 
held parts of myself— which I have at times wanted to share 
with certain people. And there have been things that I have felt
that needed to be said and that wouldn’t have “worked” or 
“come off right” in any other format. 

42 I've previously written a bit about casual QP relationships and how they
are seldom acknowledged in discussions of QP relationships 
[https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/118893889250/qp-
relationships-are-not-romance-light-and]. For more information about 
what QP relationships are, check out the QP Primer [https://rotten-
zucchinis.tumblr.com/qpp].
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My letter-writing inclination— the why, the what, the 
details and personal meaning of that kind of letter-writing, etc.
— is a little bit private in the sense that it’s not something I want 
to share widely. And I’m mindful that my description of textual 
intimacy might not make sense or might not resonate with 
anyone else’s experience without that information. Even still, 
the basic concept of letter writing as an avenue for textual 
intimacy is something I’d like to explore, if for no other reason 
than I haven’t seen it discussed elsewhere. 

I began learning the ways of letter-writing at the age of 
8 by necessity when my then best friend moved an ocean 
away, in the days long before (most people had access to) 
things like e-mail or instant messaging. There was no skype, and 
long distance rates meant no phone calls. We kept in contact 
for years through letters, on our own without any parental 
intervention. As teenagers, we didn’t have much in common 
anymore though— I was growing up to be queer and she 
wasn’t— but we still found ways to connect throughout most of 
our teen years until external barrier made that impossible (i.e., 
her new boarding school wouldn’t pass along my letters— I 
found out later). There were also other long-distance friendships
in my youth.

I’m not a woman, but at that time, I was a girl. And I feel 
like much of that letter-writing was gendered— we were girls 
and those were girl-friendships that were both considered 
“socially appropriate” as pen pals, and also “not quite socially 
appropriate” because we carried on with them “too long” and 
took them “too seriously”. I don’t think anyone ever said that 
outright, but they were consistently surprised and somehow 
suspicious when I still received letters (and sent and received 
photographs), so I kind of avoided talking about it. (It's possible 
that ultimately the school blocked our letters because of some 
perceived “impropriety”... or maybe it was a disciplinary / 
control thing because she was “too rebellious”.)

Nobody else really took those relationships seriously 
enough. I felt that at the time (e.g., when I was 8 and people 
didn’t recognise what a big deal it was for her to be moving 
away), and that seems even more clear to me now in 
retrospect. 

https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/qpp
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/qpp
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/118893889250/qp-relationships-are-not-romance-light-and
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/118893889250/qp-relationships-are-not-romance-light-and
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But also *because* nobody took our connections 
seriously enough, I think it didn’t really occur to anyone to 
smack them down, not even as we got older, for being “too 
close” as girls (who weren’t talking about boys) and therefore 
for violating some of the norms of compulsory heterosexuality. 
Or maybe they just assumed we were talking about boys. (At 
the same time, I suspect that my always having had *very* 
strong one-on-one girl-friendships that my family thought were 
“unusual”... was one of many reasons they never assumed I was
straight growing up.) 

Carrying on friendships like that when we weren’t 
involved in each other’s daily lives meant that what we chose 
to write about was all we had. And that we could talk about 
whatever we wanted— whatever was meaningful to us, no 
matter what was going on in our lives. Sometimes things we 
didn't have other spaces to talk about. 

Since our letters were our only form of interaction, they 
were an ongoing series of moments over time saying “this is 
who I am and I want you to know”. My letters held parts of who 
I was— parts that I gave to my friends in those moments. (And 
they were sometimes interspersed with other things too— this is 
how I see you and I want you to know.)

I grew up doing that, and I never really stopped. And it 
became something very well-practised, very natural to me. So 
now it’s one of many tools in my intimacy toolbox, that I use 
wherever I feel it appropriate. 

 Letter-writing as a tool in the intimacy toolbox

I’m weird and I’m intense. And (especially when I’m 
interacting with someone on a personal level), I’m so earnest 
that it often makes people who don't know me well feel 
uncomfortable— sometimes because they assume I must have 
ulterior motives when I don’t. I’ll say things in letters that people 
don’t usually say. Heck, I’ll say things to people's faces that 
people don’t usually say. 

And yet, how and why I put ideas together isn’t usually 
what people expect. And especially when what I’m saying is 
strange, I like to explain why. And letters are good for that. 
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But they’re also something tangible, something that 
exists beyond the moments of their writing and their reading— 
unlike spoken words which disappear with their very creation. 

The things I might want to communicate to someone— 
about who I am or how I see them— are not things I would 
want to be public knowledge. The vulnerability would be too 
great. I’m not willing to get personal with most people. For 
many reasons, there are so many parts of myself that I don’t 
want just anyone to know or even to know about. 

However, with a letter, there’s no plausible deniability. 
It’s there to revisit, as a record of what was said at one 
particular moment in time. Part of textual intimacy is the 
intimacy involved in a kind of vulnerability that doesn't hide in 
the ambiguity of uncertain words. Also, letters are objects that 
could easily be shared with others who were not the intended 
recipient. For both of those reasons, writing that kind of letter 
requires a certain level of trust.

The flip side of that potentially negative aspect of letters 
is also a positive thing for me though when I’m very close with 
someone— the permanence of a letter lets someone re-read it,
when ever they want to revisit those words. And sometimes 
that’s important, not just to remember what they said, but to 
remember the feelings they invoked and to feel what they still 
do. And that’s another aspect of textual intimacy for me.

Another practical thing I like about letters is that they 
function well as offerings and not so well as demands. People 
get to decide for themselves whether they will read a letter. 
(And while it’s certainly possible to enact coercive social 
situations wherein people might not feel like they have a 
choice, it’s usually pretty easy for people to ignore a letter if 
they want to— and if it’s been sent through the mail, a “return 
to sender” doesn’t even require additional postage.)

Especially because I’m weird and intense, I like to give 
people the option of if and when they engage with certain 
things, especially when we are just getting to know each other 
and I don't necessarily yet have a good sense of what they do 
and don't want from me, of how much of me they want to 
know. 
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I mean, it’s unlikely I’ll be giving someone a letter if I 
don’t have a reason to believe they would be willing to read it, 
but people typically have control over when, where and how 
they read letters— not just whether they do. And they can also 
stop (for a moment or indefinitely) if it’s too much. Consent is 
always a part of intimacy, and textual intimacy is no exception.

 The take home...

There's a kind of intimacy that I can only describe as 
textual intimacy: it's the intimacy that permits both the sharing 
and the creation of certain kinds of personal texts. These might 
be texts that carry parts of the self or things to be said from one 
person to another— declarations of this is (part of) who I am or 
this is who I think you are or what I think you need to hear... and 
I want you to know. 

Unlike the intimacy of spoken words which exists in 
fleeting moments of togetherness, textual intimacy involves 
sharing something over time and space. The vulnerability 
involved is different from the vulnerability of conversation, 
where someone can look away or become distant or change 
the course of interaction if it's too much or doesn't go as 
planned. 

The stakes can be higher for textual intimacy, with words 
that don't dissipate over time and which can't be changed 
once they've been given. The trust involved in different too— 
something given ahead of time, to be respected in good faith 
later on— unlike other interactions where it plays out in real-
time. 

That means that textual intimacy involves consenting to 
sharing something that can't easily or ever be taken back or 
altered. Superficially, that's no different from other ways of 
sharing personal information in the sense that even spoken 
words cannot retroactively be unknown. But on a deeper level, 
sharing a text is different from sharing spoken words or written 
(instant) messages because conversation— verbal or written— 
is always very directly constructed in context, in co-construction
with any conversation partners, while more substantive texts are
only indirectly co-constructed if they're co-constructed at all 
with their recipients. 
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And that means the nature of what is being shared is 
different from what is being shared in conversation. It also 
means it's, in some sense, a more solitary intimacy— about 
connection rather than togetherness or closeness.

Textual intimacy has been a significant part of how I 
connect with people for most of my life. Often— though not 
exclusively— through letters, it's an important tool in my 
intimacy toolbox. I don't know if this is something I've spent so 
much time doing because there are other more conventional 
things that don't come so naturally to me (e.g., hanging out 
socially in groups isn't really part of my intimacy toolbox, and it 
isn't especially conducive to the building of personal   
relationships for me, or to moving from acquaintance to friend).
Regardless though, I feel that textual intimacy occupies a 
unique space in my life and in my relationships. It's not 
something that can replace or be replaced by anything else, 
and it's something that can add dimensions to any existing 
relationship. 

I can't be the only one who sometimes approaches 
intimacy this way. I'd be interested in other people's 
perspectives on textual intimacy and their experiences with it. 
And for people who find this a new idea, I'd encourage some 
exploration. Is there something you'd like to tell someone but 
haven't had the chance? Is there a part of you that you can't 
really articulate? Is there something you want someone to 
know?

Or maybe you have to be a writer for this to even make 
any sense. Words are my craft: texts are one of the only thing I 
have to make sense— of anything. I guess I shouldn't be 
surprised that they're also a powerful way to make connections.
For me at least, textual intimacy is very much a thing. 


