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Abstract 
 
Bondage/Discipline/Dominance/submission/Sadism/Masochism (BDSM) is most 

frequently conceptualized as only non-normative, ‘kinky’ sex. In this dissertation, I 

combine feminist ethnographic accounts of women’s experiences as BDSM practitioners 

alongside theoretical frameworks of gendered embodiment to propose a reading of some 

BDSM practices as other-than-sex. Rather than narrowing the definition of sex, I instead 

take up Foucault’s expression of the possibilities of bodies and pleasures to explore how 

alternative relationality is formed between practitioners with some types of BDSM play 

with pain and power. In doing so, there is an expanded potential for women’s queer 

pleasure and a real possibility of disrupting patriarchal social structure with practitioners’ 

altered being-in-the-world. This analysis is centred on accounts from eighteen women 

participants in Toronto and Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, who were active BDSM 

practitioners. Participants in this project challenged traditional understandings of pain 

and masochism to produce new understandings of both. They accounted for safety and 

risk considerations in practices that help formulate a more robust consideration of the 

complications of consent in other-than-sex practices than is typically allowed for in either 

mainstream or BDSM-specific frameworks of consent. Lastly, they expressed conceptions 

of the strategic eroticization of power that accounted for it in play without eliminating 

the social power that some bodies exercise more flexibly than others. The alternative 

relationality that is fostered by other-than-sex BDSM practices is powerfully intimate and 

based on the radical vulnerability and bodily access between practitioners. 
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Glossary of Terms  
 
BDSM: compound acronym for Bondage, Discipline, Dominance, submission, Sadism, 
Masochism; umbrella term for a wide range of mutually consensual practices that involve 
playing with power and sensation/pain. 
 
Bondage: the physical restriction of a BDSM practitioner using different techniques and 
tools, including specific clothing, rope, and other materials. 
 
Bottom: the recipient of physical sensation in a BDSM scene and may be used as an 
identification for practitioners to indicate their preference for playing with pain and/or 
power.  
 
Breath play: purposeful control and often restriction of breath through manual 
manipulation or the use of toys like gas masks.  
 
Caning: use of a cane (long rod with varying flexibility made out of natural of synthetic 
materials) for impact play to deliver sensation to a practitioner.  
	
Discipline: punishment or atonement for a perceived transgression based on scene 
and/or relationship protocol; considered the training of a submissive in a 
Dominant/submissive (D/s) dynamic. 
 
Dominant: sometimes shortened as Dom (masc) or Domme (fem) as an identification of 
a practitioner’s preference for playing with power; consistently spelled with capitals to 
semantically indicate the power imbalance in roles (D/s). 
 
Dungeon: refers to play spaces; although some practitioners may have dungeons in their 
private homes to contain equipment for BDSM play, it more frequently refers to 
designated play spaces at BDSM events. 
 
Energy play: BDSM practices focused on the exchange of non-physical energy between 
practitioners or the movement of energy in one practitioner. 
 
Fetishism: erotic interest or worship of a particular object or body part. 
 
Flogger: toy used for sensation and impact play that usually has multiple tails made out 
of leather or a synthetic material attached to a stiff handle.  
 
Humiliation play: BDSM practices that centre on the embarrassment, indignity or 
degradation of a player through verbal, physical, or sexual means; may include mockery, 
insults, scolding, being forced to wear specific clothing, and certain types of impact play 
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(e.g., spanking, slapping), among other practices that are specific to the players’ 
preferences. 
 
Impact play: BDSM practices that centre physical play, typically inflicted by a top or 
Dominant on the physical body of a bottom or submissive.    
 
Kink: used interchangeably with BDSM to signal non-normative practices; sometimes 
seen as a larger category than BDSM; kinksters used to refer to practitioners.   
 
Knife play: BDSM practices that involve the use of knives for cutting skin, clothing, or a 
combination of the two.  
 
Leather: sometimes used as a synonym for BDSM but may also refer to the commonly 
used material for clothing or tools used in practices. 
 
Leather family: close associations of (typically) queer BDSM practitioners. 
 
Masochism: pleasure derived from consensual pain, not always in a sexual context. 
 
Mindfucking: BDSM practices that employ psychological manipulation tactics in an 
attempt to temporarily destabilize or confuse a player; typically used in 
Dominant/submissive scenes to elicit a particular endorphin-laden reaction in the 
submissive.  
 
Needle play: BDSM practices that use needles for sensation typically for the temporary 
piercing of skin. 
 
Old guard: refers to older generations of BDSM practitioners who had more protocol and 
rank-oriented structure to relations and play; roots in post-World War II gay motorcycle 
clubs.  
 
Pain play: BDSM practices that focus specifically on the delivery and receipt of painful 
sensations. 
 
Pansexual: romantic and/or sexual attraction that is not determined by sex or gender; 
the pansexual or ‘pan’ BDSM community is not composed of only pansexuals but has 
been named to imply that all sexes, genders, and orientations are welcome.  
 
Play: term used to refer to BDSM practices and it creates the frame for BDSM 
practitioners to understand their consensual activities as kink. 
 
Pro-Domme: women-identified sex workers who offer services of dominance; 
professional Dominatrix.  
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Race play: involves the intentional use of racial epithets or racist scenarios in BDSM play 
for erotic intensity and/or to help construct power dynamics. 
 
Rope play: activities that include bondage and suspension that is focused on rope as the 
primary material.  
 
Safe words: used to communicate ongoing consent in play and commonly uses colour 
coding that indicates ‘red’ for stop and ‘yellow’ for slow down.  
 
Scene: can refer to the larger community of practitioners or a discrete period of play 
between practitioners; when referring to practitioner community, it is often geographical 
and does not refer to one group in particular (e.g., the Toronto scene). 
 
SM: Short form for sadomasochism or sadism and masochism; also written as S&M and 
S/M.  
 
Sadism: pleasure derived from the infliction of pain, not always in a sexual context. 
 
Sadomasochism: semantic combination of sadism and masochism to refer to activities 
that involve the infliction and receipt of pain; can be used a synonym for BDSM or an 
identity marker of a BDSM practitioner (i.e., sadomasochist).  
 
Sensation play: BDSM practices that centre on physical and bodily feelings, including 
but not limited to impact play. 
 
Slash, right or left side: shorthand to encompass the many roles people may identify 
with that are semantically on the right side of a binary power dynamic (e.g., 
Dominant/submissive, Master/slave or servant, top/bottom, bigs/littles, Sir or 
Madam/pets); terms depend on favoured kink, self-identification, and negotiated power 
dynamics. 
 
Spanking: impact play that is typically without the use of toys and is limited to using 
hands.  
 
submissive: BDSM practitioner who willingly relinquishes power and control in the 
context of D/s; can be temporary and scene-based or long-term and fulltime; consistently 
uncapitalized to semantically show the power differential.  
 
Switch: BDSM practitioners who choose which role they will assume depending on the 
scene, the other participant(s), and their preference at the time of play.  
 
Top: the deliverer of physical sensation in a BDSM scene and may be an identification for 
practitioners to indicate their preference for playing with pain and/or power. 
 



 ix 

Toys: tools used for the purposes of BDSM play that may be specialized items or everyday 
objects. 
 
Vanilla: opposite of BDSM and is used to describe mainstream or non-kinky 
relationships, events, or sex; often used pejoratively by BDSM practitioners to describe 
boring, unfulfilling, and/or highly normative practices. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 The first time I was ever in a dungeon was in 2012 by invitation of a friend who was 

an active member of the Toronto BDSM scene. The Subspace party in Queen West felt to 

me like an extension of Halloween celebrations with leather and latex costuming, 

intoxication with party drugs and alcohol, and the performativity of being in the space 

and those who were playing in it. This was many years before I ever considered the 

academic examination of the meanings of kink. However, it was from that very first 

experience that I suspected that many BDSM practices had the potential to be something 

other-than-sex. This consideration of other-than-sex elements of BDSM practices came 

from the very technical advice I received from the person who had invited me into the 

scene, and the fact that the scene was not recognizably sexual, was not foreplay to sex, 

and did not involve sexual motivations between the players.1 The bottom’s primary sexual 

partner and Dominant was not a part of the play.2 My monogamous sexual partner was 

not even at the party. The goal was to create strong stimulus through the receipt of blows 

by a leather belt. The pain was sought, consensually negotiated prior to the play, making 

it feel different than if it was inflicted without the bottom’s anticipation or desire. The 

acquired bruises were coveted after the scene by other partygoers, some of whom 

commended the bottom for her pain tolerance and many who referred to the aesthetic 

beauty of the marks. There was shared adrenaline from the physicality of everyone 

 
1 “Scene” is nomenclature that can refer to the larger community of practitioners or a discrete period of play 
between practitioners.  
2 ‘Dominant’ is consistently capitalized as a semantic signal of practitioner’s preference for playing with 
power, with its counterpart of submissive uncapitalized. It is sometimes shortened as D/s.  
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involved in the scene. It was a relational reaching between bodies that was unique, queer, 

and fundamentally altered the existence of each respective body in its existence of being-

in-the-world.  

 My first academic inquiry into BDSM was a couple of years after my first 

experience in a dungeon. I examined the capacity of ritual spaces for the physical 

translation of pain and its produced subcultural meanings. At this point, I was 

subscribing to existing (and largely apologetic) literature that bolstered BDSM practices 

as something with transgressive potential in the realm of gender, and with the 

Foucauldian possibility of non-genital sex.3 In theorizing pain and transgression, I was 

also trying to understand the motivations for women’s submission because at face value, 

submission seemed like a rampant internalization of misogyny and a replication of toxic 

heterosexual power dynamics.4 It was only later, when I began the fieldwork for this 

dissertation, including in-depth interviews with eighteen women BDSM practitioners in 

Toronto and Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, that I also began to articulate the unique forces of 

kink that constituted a particular relationality between bodies. My research questions 

were shaped by participant interactions with this research: what alternative relationalities 

do BDSM practices create for women practitioners and how? How do BDSM practices 

shape these practitioners’ gendered experiences of being in the world? My early research 

questions focused on the social, physical, and affective bodies of participants. In 

 
3 Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2, trans. Robert Hurley (London: 
Penguin, 1992), 10.  
4 After the scene described above, my friend and her Dominant partner had a disagreement because while 
she has “permission” to do the scene, she obtained significant marks from it that needed additional 
permissions according to the arrangement of their power dynamics. I had a difficult time understanding 
these dynamics and the possibility of him having any rights over her consensual choices.  
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conducting the research with participants, it shifted to more thoroughly consider the 

possibilities of relationality in BDSM, and the characterization of some BDSM practices as 

other-than-sex.  

 BDSM is an umbrella term for a large set of practices that make providing a 

succinct definition a very difficult task. The compound acronym describes activities that 

fall roughly under descriptions of bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, 

and sadism and masochism.5 According to many scholars, practices are characterized by a 

few key elements, including a hierarchical power structure, intense and sexual 

stimulation, role-playing and fantasy, and consensuality, all primarily for sexual 

gratification or erotic pleasure.6 I prefer a simplified approach for defining BDSM that 

focuses on mutual consent and self-identification. That is, if practitioners mutually 

understand their activities as BDSM, then they are. There are more obvious practices of 

consensual caning, whipping, flogging, spanking, skin cutting and piercing with knives 

and needles, and physical restriction through bondage, gagging, tied ropes or other 

implements. But also, other—perhaps unexpected—activities can be incorporated into 

power dynamics and mutually understood as BDSM. This is how participants are able to 

understand activities like household chores as kink practices of power exchange, even 

 
5 Sometimes written as sadomasochism to signal the inherent connection between the two.  
6 Jonathon Powls and Jason Davies, “A Descriptive Review of Research Relating to Sadomasochism: 
Considerations for Clinical Practice,” Deviant Behavior 33 (2012): 223; Margaret Nichols, “Psychotherapeutic 
Issues with ‘Kinky’ Clients: Clinical Problems, Yours and Theirs,” Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 
(2006): 283; Peter L. Dancer, Peggy J. Kleinplatz, and Charles Moser, “24/7 SM Slavery,” in Sadomasochism: 
Powerful Pleasures, ed. Peggy J. Kleinplatz and Charles Moser (New York: Harrington Park Press, 2003), 82; 
Martin S. Weinberg, Colin J. Williams, and Charles Moser, “The Social Constituents of Sadomasochism,” 
Social Problems 31, no. 4 (1984): 379; Danielle Lindemann, “BDSM as Therapy?” Sexualities 14, no. 2 (2011): 
151.  
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though in other contexts, they are typically understood as quotidian and mundane.7 Even 

body-based practices like massage may be understood in different contexts depending on 

the space it takes place in. A Registered Massage Therapist giving a massage in a clinic 

setting is understood differently by recipients than a massage that occurs in a dungeon,8 

even though the physical actions appear to be the same. Another example is wrestling, 

which in some contexts could be considered a competitive combat sport, and in BDSM is 

a kink practice. Because of the component of “play” in a BDSM scene, the same bodily 

movements become charged with different signification.9 I define BDSM as intentionally 

playing with power, playing with pain, and/or fetishism, and include any practices that 

practitioners mutually define as BDSM.10  

 There is often a distinction made by practitioners between D/s and SM based on 

the role of power, where the former is seen as a more deliberate power exchange. It may 

involve bondage, discipline, or anything that could be considered sadomasochistic, but is 

overarchingly focused on the relationship of intentional power differential between the 

 
7 I often use kink as interchangeable with BDSM.  
8 Dungeon refers to play spaces. Although some practitioners may have dungeons in their private homes to 
contain equipment for BDSM play, it more frequently refers to designated play spaces at BDSM events. 
9 Play is the term used to refer to BDSM practices. It creates the frame for BDSM practitioners to 
understand their consensual activities as kink. Theories of play are not extensively explored in this 
dissertation but help inform my understanding of BDSM practices. See Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology 
of Mind (New York: Ballantine Books, 1972), 177–93; Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-
Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955); Richard Schechner, “Playing,” The Future of Ritual: 
Writings on Culture and Performance (New York: Routledge, 1995), 24–44; and Sam Gill, “Play,” in Guide to 
the Study of Religion, ed. Willi Braun and Russell T. McCutcheon (London: Continuum, 2000), 451–62. 
10 Acknowledging that fetishism is a huge part of BDSM and the practices of many, my project is more 
interested in the relationality between bodies and less about the objects that sometimes mediate that 
energy (although this is an interesting avenue for further exploration). In her review of BDSM literature, 
Brandy Simula notes that fetishism, along with a variety of other nonnormative sexual interests, like cross-
dressing, strap-on sex, and voyeurism might be more appropriately labeled under the larger category of 
“kink”, while sadomasochism is specifically about pain or discomfort (physical, psychological, or 
emotional). See Brandy Simula, “Pleasure, Power, and Pain: A Review of the Literature on the Experiences 
of BDSM Participants,” Sociology Compass 13 (2019): 2. 
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participants involved. Practices defined exclusively as SM are usually considered shorter 

term, scene-based, sensation (often pain) focused, and include top and bottom roles 

based on identification of the practitioners.11 However, there is an acknowledgment that 

power often flows between the participants and there is not a strict or linear 

understanding of active infliction versus passive receipt. Most BDSM activities play with 

power and/or pain, and what is notable about them is that they are bodily-centred and 

produce a specific type of relationality. I argue that the visceral forces of power and pain 

are unique in BDSM practices because of the bodily focus of sensation-based practices 

(often pain) and the intimacies and vulnerabilities required and created by consensual 

play. Considering some BDSM practices as other-than-sex thus allows for expanded 

potential for women’s queer pleasure that is extraordinarily relational.  

 When I first approached this topic, I thought of BDSM as a potential for the radical 

redetermination of the possibilities of sex. That is, in their wide variety of form and 

function, kink practices do not always seem like sex and are not always sensationally 

pleasurable, helping to broaden the heteronormative understanding of the purpose, 

function, and constitution of sex. As Michel Foucault concluded in the first volume of the 

History of Sexuality,  

It is the agency of sex that we must break away from if we aim—through a tactical 
reversal if the various mechanisms of sexuality—to counter the grips of power with 
the claims of bodies, pleasurers, and knowledges in their multiplicity and their 
possibility of resistance. The rallying point for the counterattack against the 
deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasures.12 

 
11 Top and bottom refers to the participants who give the sensation/pain and those who receive it, 
respectively. Both are playing and are engaging in bodily practices.  
12 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume One: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (London: 
Penguin, 1990), 157. 	
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Foucault suggested that BDSM could help with the creative reimagination of pleasure 

under a reorganized economy of bodies and pleasures. I think this is still a helpful 

perspective to have on BDSM and should continue to be explored to emphasize the 

importance of expanding understandings of sex beyond genitals and reproduction. 

However, after the completion of interviews with eighteen women who are active 

participants in BDSM communities, I began to reimagine the framework of this project. 

While BDSM is definitely a component of many practitioners’ sexual practices, and in 

some cases a marker of their sexual identity, my work expands understandings of kink as 

relations that are intimate but are not necessarily sex. Here, BDSM practices are not 

inherently transgressive because of their content nor are they insulated from occurrences 

of violations of consent. Instead, the primary element of kink is the access required to 

another’s body. Claiming sources of women’s queer pleasure that are other-than-sex 

means that the possibilities for pleasure are expanded. The permeation of power that 

operates through all levels of bodies and knowledges—including the mechanisms of 

sexuality—is possibly disrupted, or at the very least, reorganized, with bodily pleasure. 

Pleasure is even more politically important because of the historical antecedents and 

contemporary situation of some—particularly queer—bodies13 having less access to the 

capacities of pleasure.14 While Foucault is often cited for the radical potentiality of sex 

 
13 Although I am referring to queer sexual orientation as well, I mean to expand queer in its identification of 
bodies that are non-normative away from the privilege of white, straight, cis male bodies. 
14 I am partially inspired by Lee Edelman’s work. The possibilities for pleasure in kink affect are a radical 
enactment of Edelman’s sinthomsexual anti-futurism, where life to the death drive is spectacularly 
performed in the dungeon. See Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004).   



 7 

without genitals, I push this to consider women’s bodily pleasure through kink and 

relationality that is other-than-sex. I see this reading of BDSM as a queering of intimacy, 

radical trust, and bodily vulnerability that alters the way women’s bodies may exist and 

experience pleasure in the world.  

 Although it is important to conceptualize sex beyond reproductive 

heteronormativity, this has resulted in BDSM being subsumed as an ‘alternative’ form of 

sex. In mainstreaming, BDSM practices become allowable inclusions in a ‘healthy’ sex life. 

By limiting understandings of BDSM to only kinky sex, there is an inherent and 

inextricable tie between pleasure and sex (the latter with goal-oriented implications of 

orgasms). I instead consider BDSM as something other-than-sex to open possibilities for 

the way women’s bodies exist in the world. If some BDSM is other-than-sex, there is more 

potential for the configuration of participating bodies. Milena Popova stated in her work 

on sexual consent,   

The way we do sex is profoundly shaped by our social structures and the ideas we 
have about it. What counts as sex, who does what, and how, can vary widely across 
historical periods and cultures, indicating that our sexual preferences—at least a 
significant component of them—are indeed culturally and socially constructed: 
they are produced by discourse.15  
 

At one point, BDSM was excluded from dominant sexual scripts. With the mainstreaming 

of kink in this particular cultural moment—however fraught that may be—BDSM is not 

automatically excluded from the possibilities of sex, even if it is still considered non-

normative. That is, while some bodies have less flexibility in participating in non-

normative practices because of social power, kink activities themselves are not 

 
15 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 80.	
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marginalized in the way that they once were. Rather than fitting kink practices into a 

normative script of kinky sex (however non-normative that sex may be), I instead propose 

the imagining of an alternative mode of relationality. This queers notions of bodily access 

that are usually restricted to sexual activities, and acknowledges that the potential of 

BDSM allows for a new way for bodies to relate to each other in consensual pain, trust, 

and intimacy. I focus on pain as a strong, bodily-focused sensation that has the potential 

to affect the way women’s bodies exist in the world. Power—particularly that of some 

bodies over others—on the basis of gender and race, is another primary component of 

this analysis. Finally, frameworks of consent based on trust and bodily vulnerabilities 

complete this project. To situate how my project provides a new reading of BDSM, the 

rest of this introduction historiographically situates the study of BDSM to show how the 

notion of other-than-sex is a departure from typical readings. I discuss the early medico-

psychiatric definitions that formed the basis of popular and academic understandings and 

survey the feminist objections to the practices that have informed the ways in which 

contemporary practitioners—including participants in this research—understand 

consent, power, and desire. The chapter ends with an outline of the rest of the 

dissertation.  

The Early Sexological Study of BDSM  
 
 Rather than offering an exhaustive review of all academic work on BDSM, the 

following survey introduces the intellectual context that informs my project. In doing so, 

I illustrate the dominant reading of BDSM as kinky sex that led to normativizing 

discussions about its moral permissibility. This history of dominant readings of BDSM is 
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important because it influenced the development of academic, popular, and practitioner 

understandings of kink practices and continues to reflect these understandings. From the 

early sexological studies of Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Sigmund Freud, and Havelock Ellis 

came the start of pathologization and stigmatization of BDSM.16 This had a lasting impact 

on negative perceptions of BDSM and framed its study in a way that required all analysis 

to answer to medico-psychiatric frameworks (even if it was to refute them). Sexologists 

sought to establish the idea that sexual disorder and normalcy are empirical facts that can 

be objectively discerned and diagnosed. Although coming from a different political place, 

the feminist objections described later in this chapter, also pathologized BDSM practices 

and neglected to see them as anything other than morally objectionable sex, thereby 

contributing to the stigma of BDSM practices and desires.17 

 The term “sadomasochism” is a modern invention and as Jeremy Carrette pointed 

out, has “mutated through psychological history and capitalistic processes of 

commodification.”18 Because the way sex is understood is highly dependent on discourse 

produced by social and cultural norms, it is important to trace understandings of BDSM 

 
16 See Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, with Special Reference to Contrary Sexual Instinct: A 
Medico-Legal Study, 7th ed., trans. Charles Gilbert Chaddock, (London: The F.A. Davis Co., Publishers, 1892); 
Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (1901–1905): A 
Case of Hysteria, Three Essays on Sexuality and Other Works, Vol. VII, ed. Sigmund Freud and James 
Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1953); Havelock Ellis, Studies in 
the Psychology of Sex, Vol. III: Analysis of the Sexual Impulse of Love and Pain, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: The 
F.A. Davis Co., Publishers, 1922).  
17 Throughout this work, my references to stigma draw on an understanding of the concept first popularized 
by Erving Goffman in his work Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1963). Bruce G. Link and Jo C. Phelan provided a useful definition of stigma: “the co-occurrence of 
its components—labeling, stereotyping, separation, status loss, and discrimination—and further indicate 
that for stigmatization to occur, power must be exercised.” In “Conceptualizing Stigma,” Annual Review of 
Sociology 27 (2001): 363. 
18 Jeremy R. Carrette, “Intense Exchange: Sadomasochism, Theology and the Politics of Late Capitalism,” 
Theology and Sexuality 11, no. 2 (2005): 16.	
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as sex to contextualize this project’s departure from that understanding. The terms 

‘sadism’ and ‘masochism’ had been used in French literature studies to examine works by 

the Marquis de Sade and Leopold von Sacher-Masoch.19 However, the early founder of 

sexology, von Krafft-Ebing, was the first to use the terms in the medical study of sex. He 

defined sadism as the “association of active cruelty and violence with lust,”20  and 

masochism as the “association of passively endured cruelty and violence with lust. . . 

controlled by the idea of being completely and unconditionally subject to the will of a 

person of the opposite sex.”21 In general, von Krafft-Ebing, Freud, and Ellis, all treated 

sadism and masochism as deeply linked to gender and the naturalization of sexuality. 

That is, there were thought to be ‘natural’ ways for men and women to enact sexuality 

based on biological impetus for active domination and passive submission, respectively. 

Sadism and masochism only presented as clinically pathological when these roles were 

accompanied by feelings of exaggeration or violence, or if they were inverted, where men 

acted as submissive and women as dominant. There were generally no practitioner 

accounts because all of this research came from clinical and forensic studies, thereby 

perpetuating researcher assumptions that all BDSM activity was indeed pathological.  

 These early writings on sadomasochism had a lasting impact on medico-

psychiatric assertions of the disordered and perverted nature of BDSM practices. Modern 

diagnostic classification systems were also developed on the basis of understanding 

 
19 These authors are where the namesakes for “sadism” and “masochism” originate.  
20 von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 57. 
21 von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, 89. 
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BDSM as psychopathology.22 In turn, this pathologization characterized the way practices 

were—and still are—presented in mainstream representations.23 As Margot Weiss 

pointed out, the mainstreaming of kink has occurred by two processes: acceptance via 

normalization and understanding via pathologizing.24 Neither has fundamentally 

challenged normative sexuality and both are formed on the basis of early psychiatric 

misunderstandings of BDSM.  

New Sexuality Studies 
 
 Sexologists defined understandings of sex and perversion as biological ‘fact.’ This 

remained the prevailing theory for the next decades after the beginning of sexology in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century. It changed with a sociological shift in 

sexuality studies to post-structuralism with the works of Foucault and the academic turn 

he inspired. Foucault’s contributions to the study of sex marked the shift from scientific 

physiological and psychological examinations to a focus on discourse and power, 

concepts that became the foundations of modern sexuality studies. Rather than 

eternalizing the naturalness of concepts like love, sex, and the body, Foucault attempted 

to isolate moments of conceptual emergence through tracing epistemological genealogy 

in anti-essentialist manner. The productive power of sexuality, through scientific 

 
22 It wasn’t until 2013 with the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) that the American Psychiatric Association started to differentiate nonpathological paraphilic 
interest in sadomasochism and paraphilic disorder that either involves non-consent or causes stress or 
social impairment.   
23 For just a few contemporary examples, see E.L. James, Fifty Shades of Grey (New York: Vintage Books, 
2011); Matthew Styranka, Endless Knot: A Spiritual Odyssey Through Sado-Masochism (London, ON: 
Insomniac Press, 2002); Secretary, directed by Steven Shainberg (Santa Monica, CA: Lionsgate Films, 2002), 
DVD.	
24 Margot D. Weiss, “Mainstreaming Kink: The Politics of BDSM Representation in U.S. Popular Media,” 
Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006): 103. 
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discourse and subsequent normativization of certain expressions of sexuality, was 

thought to dictate the experience and conception of sexuality. This challenged the 

popular theory of sexual repression and its accompanied calls for sexual liberation in the 

1960s and 1970s. Foucault pointed out that there was no natural or essential sexuality to 

be liberated and that power relations are intimate, dispersed among many foci and 

central conditions to sexual identity. Foucault thus defined sexuality as “the correlative of 

that slowly developed discursive practice which constitutes the scientia sexualis.”25 He 

wrote irregularly about BDSM in particular,26 but was a BDSM community participant in 

the 1970s, and he praised the practices for opening possibilities of “produc[ing] pleasure 

with very odd things, very strange parts of our bodies, in very unusual situations.”27 

Rather than being an essential identity, Foucault argued that BDSM functioned as a space 

of potentiality for “the real creation of new possibilities of pleasure, which people had no 

idea about previously. The idea that S&M is related to deep violence. . . is stupid. We 

know very well what all those people are doing is not aggressive; they are inventing new 

possibilities of pleasure. . . it’s a kind of creation, a creative enterprise.”28 Here, there was 

a transgressive playfulness that accompanies the pre-established boundaries of sex, 

consent, and the bodies involved. While instructive, Foucault’s specific examinations of 

BDSM were less important than his overall contributions to new discourses on sexuality, 

 
25 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume One: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (London: 
Penguin, 1990), 68. Emphasis in original.  
26 For a more comprehensive overview of Foucault’s writings on BDSM, see Bob Plant, “Playing 
Games/Playing Us: Foucault on Sadomasochism,” Philosophy & Social Criticism 33, no. 5 (2007): 531–61. 
27 Michel Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth: The Essential Works, Vol.1, ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. 
Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth, MX: Penguin, 1997), 165.		
28 Foucault, Ethics, 165.   
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which in turn, provided the foundations for an emerging field of new sexuality studies. 

The accompanying growth of feminism led to divergent interpretations of the ethics of 

sexuality, grounded in the political impact of the rise of the women’s movements.29 

Radical Feminist Objections  
 
 Although this project is firmly grounded in the position that BDSM practices 

should not be pathologized, the history of feminist controversy—and particularly the 

feminist critiques of the practices—are important to explain for the theoretical 

foundations and contemporary cultural context of this project. The first use of the term 

‘sex war’ can be traced to Ann Ferguson in her characterization of the “two camps on 

issues of feminist sexual morality.”30 Second wave feminism through the 1960s and 1970s 

emphasized the interconnectivity of private and public realms, thereby making sexuality 

exceptionally important in articulations of gender equality. By asserting ‘the personal is 

political,’ individual sexual practices became directly implicated in the structures of 

heteropatriarchy and studies of systemic power and oppression. However, the arguments 

over sexuality often unfolded in a repetitive pattern that divided them between concerns 

of sexist oppression versus sexual repression.31 This pattern led to the conflation of almost 

all contentious issues of sexuality, including pornography, BDSM, and sex work.32 This 

 
29 I intentionally pluralize movements to challenge the notion of a monolithic or unified existence of a 
singular position of women.  
30 Ann Ferguson, “Sex War: The Debate Between Radical and Libertarian Feminists,” Signs 10, no. 1 (1984): 
106–12.		
31 Ferguson referred to these positions as Radical and Libertarian. It has also been referred to as anti-porn 
and pro-sex. For a more thorough history of the sex wars and the political implications, see Lisa Duggan 
and Nan D. Hunter, Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture (New York: Routledge, 2010). 
32 In Lynn S. Chancer, “From Pornography to Sadomasochism: Reconciling Feminist Differences,” The 
Annals of the American Academy 571 (2000): 77–88, she includes rape culture and beauty in these debates 



 14 

forced dichotomy between women’s social liberation and sexual liberation both 

understood patriarchy as writ large. However, the latter group focused on the oppression 

of desires, resulting in support of any consensual sexuality that brings pleasure, including 

(lesbian) BDSM, porn, role-oriented sex, transgenderism, nonmonogamy, cruising, public 

sex, dildo use, and (in some cases) adult/child relations.33 The condemnation of all of 

these activities occurred mostly on the basis that they were thought to be unable to exist 

outside of a space that re-inscribes patriarchy and were thereby considered 

counterproductive to women’s liberation. I am flattening the critiques that were being 

made within debates about sexuality but am highlighting that many feminists understood 

their own academic and activist positions as delineated along these lines. 

Samois, a lesbian BDSM organization, and its founders Patrick Califa and Gayle 

Rubin, bridged community-based writings with BDSM practitioner-driven academia.34 

Samois produced academic works and was central to the newly growing fields of gay and 

lesbian studies and sexuality studies, while they also published kink erotica and user 

guides for BDSM practitioners. Samois publications provided an early and unique bridge 

between academia and practitioner-driven knowledge. Most of the arguments in support 

of BDSM practices in the sex wars specified the right to privacy, personal freedom, and 

 
because of their imbrication with sexual practices. However, in the 1980s, these issues were less divisive 
than porn, BDSM, and sex work. 
33 Gayle Rubin referred to this as “cross-generational” relationships and noted its manifestation as “boy-
love” in the gay male community in the 1970s and 1980s. She was critical of the perception that all gay men 
are pedophiles as disseminated by mainstream media, but also problematized notions of consent by 
claiming that not all relationships between adults and minors constitute sexual assault. See Gayle Rubin, 
“The Leather Menace: Comments and Politics and S/M,” in Coming to Power: Writings and Graphics on 
Lesbian S/M, 3rd Ed., ed. Samois (Boston: Alyson Publications, 1987), 198–9.		
34 Patrick Califa came out as a trans man and I use his pronouns and name accordingly. At the time of 
Samois founding, Califa identified as a woman and lesbian.  
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notions of anti-censorship.35 Rubin argued, “The silliest arguments about S/M have been 

those which claim that it is impossible that people really consent to do it. . . [T]he 

overwhelming coercion with regard to S/M is the way in which people are prevented from 

doing it. We are fighting for the freedom to consent to our sexuality without interference, 

and without penalty.”36 Rubin	drew	parallels	between	the	treatments	of	BDSM	participants	

and	homophobia	in	the	1950s,	where	media	coverage	constructed	a	demonized	view	that	

called	on	social	hygiene	campaigns	to	‘clean	up’	aberrant	social	elements.	Here, Rubin 

refused to provide an argument for defending the presence of consent on the basis that 

the problem of questioning consent does not reside with participants, but with critics 

who are intent on attributing an unwarranted set of psychological traits to participants.37 

Likewise, Califa asserted that while social relations of class, gender, and race, had the 

potential to limit the scope of consent, BDSM was not automatically a site where the 

possibility of consent has been compromised.38 In this way, considerations of consent 

were thought to be the same as with other sexual activities. 

In Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, a number of authors took 

up arguments against BDSM.39 Philosophy and gender studies scholar Bat-Ami Bar On 

summarized “The Feminist Objection” to BDSM as follows: “sadomasochism embodies 

 
35 In the Canadian context, Varda Burstyn wrote about the mistake of feminist alignment with state 
censorship in the pornography debates in its connection to classist privilege. See Varda Burstyn, Women 
Against Censorship (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1985). 
36 Rubin, “Leather Menace,” 224–5.  
37 Rubin, “Leather Menace,” 209. Similarly, Califa wrote about the similarities between homophobia and 
sexual prejudice against BDSM. See Patrick (Pat) Califa, “Feminism and Sadomasochism,” Heresies 12, no. 3 
(1981): 31.		
38 Califa, “Feminism,” 30–4. 
39 This is the most famous of the radical feminist critiques of BDSM. For later commentary that sees itself as 
a direct descendent of Against Sadomasochism, see Irene Reti, ed., Unleashing Feminism: Critiquing Lesbian 
Sadomasochism in the Gay Nineties (Santa Cruz, CA: HerBooks, 1993). 
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the same values as heterosexual practices of sexual domination in general and sexually 

violent practices like rape in particular.”40 Similarly, feminist writers and activists Jesse 

Meredith and Diana Russell called for the move beyond the liberalism of individual 

choice to recognize the implications of practices with larger structures. For these critics, 

the inherent inequality in power-based BDSM relationships was incompatible with 

feminism and resulted in the internalization of heterosexual power hierarchies, a 

homophobic view of lesbians, and the acceptability of images of violence against 

women.41 In what she called a direct response to Samois, Meredith went on to describe 

the links between historical horrors and the cultivation of pain, where “Historically, 

cultural desensitivization to pain has led to incredible butchery.”42 The authors of this 

collection saw an inherent incompatibility of feminism and sadomasochism. This was 

technically a critique of all BDSM, but the authors took particular issue with lesbian 

practitioners because of what they saw as the nefarious replication of patriarchal violence 

between	women. If the pleasure of sadomasochism was only “a conditioned response” to 

social inundation of sexual imagery, then the radical feminist solution to these desires 

was to resist acting on them.43 This perspective had a strange connection to many of the 

 
40 Bat-Ami Bar On, “Feminism and Sadomasochism: Self-Critical Notes,” in Against Sadomasochism: A 
Radical Feminist Analysis, eds. Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan Leigh 
Star (San Francisco, CA: Frog in the Well, 1982), 75.  
41 Diana E.H. Russell, “Sadomasochism: A Contra-Feminist Activity,” in Against Sadomasochism: A Radical 
Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan Leigh Star (San 
Francisco, CA: Frog in the Well, 1982), 176–7.		
42 Jesse Meredith, “A Response to Samois,” in Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. 
Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan Leigh Star (San Francisco, CA: Frog in 
the Well, 1982), 96. 
43 Jeanette Nichols, Darlene Pagano, and Margaret Rosoff, “Is Sadomasochism Feminist? A Critique of the 
Samois Position,” in Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene 
R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan Leigh Star (San Francisco, CA: Frog in the Well, 1982), 139. 
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recommendations of early sexologists, where ‘unnatural’ desires were thought to be best 

suppressed.44  

In addition to arguments about consent and patriarchal support, there were 

assertions that discussions about BDSM did not belong at all in feminism. While these 

were aligned with radical feminist, anti-BDSM positions, they are worth mentioning 

separately because of their different approach. The sex wars were often characterized as 

only relevant to white feminism, so many feminists of colour questioned the necessity of 

including BDSM in feminist discussions and drew stronger links to historical chattel 

slavery and racial oppression than exclusively gender-based arguments. The chapter in 

Against Sadomasochism, “Racism and Sadomasochism: A Conversation with Two Black 

Lesbians” highlighted the intertwining of discourses on race and concerns over the 

disruption of the meanings and hierarchization of political identities. Co-author Karen 

Sims stated that power dynamics are part of the quotidian existence for Black women, “So 

it seems real absurd to take this on as something to be played with or something to 

explore because there are things that a whole race, many races of people are trying to get 

out of.”45 Black women who embraced BDSM as part of their identity seemed to 

complicate the normative framework of anti-oppression politics advocated by these 

authors. Darlene Pagano recalled a television program that showed an interracial lesbian 

 
44 I do not suggest that radical feminist directly or intentionally drew on early sexology to construct these 
arguments. Instead, I suggest that there are similarities between the two, which may point more to the 
pervasive and lasting influence that constructions of pathology and perversity had on understandings of 
sexuality and desire. 
45 Karen Sims, Rose Mason, and Darlene R. Pagano, “Racism and Sadomasochism: A Conversation with Two 
Black Lesbians,” in Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. 
Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan Leigh Star (San Francisco, CA: Frog in the Well, 1982), 103. 
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BDSM couple.46 The authors went on to analyze the lesbian BDSM couple as a lack of 

exploration of the Black woman’s sexual feelings and a lack of choice because of the 

historical precedent of slavery. They concluded, “In terms of any kind of celebration of 

womanhood and defining us as women, as Black women defining what that means for us, 

[the lesbian BDSM couple depicted on television] have no place. Absolutely no place.”47 

When Alice Walker referred to this scene, it seemed to wreak personal and pedagogical 

havoc: “All I had been teaching was subverted by that one image. . . the actual enslaved 

condition of literally millions of our mothers trivialized—because two ignorant young 

women insisted on their right to act out publicly a ‘fantasy’ that still strikes terror in Black 

woman’s hearts.”48 Like arguments against women’s BDSM participation in the 

reinforcement of patriarchal oppression, critics pointed to the replication of systemic 

racism in the power discrepancies and material symbols associated with historical chattel 

slavery in BDSM. 

Other-Than-Sex Stakes and Claims 
 

 
46 Although the authors describe the Dominant as white, Califa later stated in response that the Dominant 
referred to in the work was Latina and a member of Samois. See Patrick (Pat) Califa, “A Personal View on 
the History of the Lesbian S/M Community and Movement in San Francisco,” in Coming to Power: Writings 
and Graphics on Lesbian S/M, 3rd Ed., ed. Samois (Boston: Alyson Publications, 1987), 270.  
47 Sims, Mason, and Pagano, “Racism,” 104. This is still a common sentiment expressed to Black women who 
participate in BDSM, and particularly against those who talk openly about race play. For example, BDSM 
activist Mollena Williams wrote about encountering considerable backlash, particularly from other Black 
people who labeled her as a race traitor, psychologically ill, self-hating, unfit for participation in the BDSM 
community, and even some who indicated that they would react with non-consensual violence if they 
encountered anyone engaging in this type of play. See Mollena Williams, “BDSM and Playing with Race,” in 
Best Sex Writing 2010, ed. Rachel Kramer Bussel (San Francisco, CA: Cleis Press, 2010), 71.  
48 Alice Walker, “A Letter of the Times, or Should This Sado-Masochism Be Saved?” in Against 
Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis, ed. Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell 
and Susan Leigh Star, (San Francisco: Frog in the Well, 1982), 207.	
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The historiography presented above has had a lasting impact on the manner of 

(non-)acceptance of women BDSM practitioners. The accompanying stigmatization of 

non-acceptance resulted in the many participants in the project reflecting on initial 

questioning of their own desires and attempting to reconcile them with feminist politics. 

As critical social psychologists Darren Langdridge and Trevor Butt argued, “the necessity 

to rebut this psychopathological reading perhaps indicates one internalized aspect of 

resistance to this new sexual story. Proclaiming ‘there’s nothing wrong with me!’ 

acknowledges the power of an accusation, an internalized dialogue in which steadfast 

defence is necessary.”49 In this sense, silence may be considered a more powerful 

statement in a refusal to acknowledge the pathologization of sexual practices. However, 

as BDSM started being articulated as a new form of sexual citizenship,50 it seemed to be 

necessary to state why it is had been marginalized prior to claiming it as a distinction in 

radical sexuality.  

I present this historiography with a different intention, that is, to indicate the 

reading of BDSM as sometimes something other-than-sex with novel possibilities for 

pleasure and relationality. As an aberration in typical readings, BDSM as other-than-sex 

allows me to position an examination of gendered embodiment, the reimagination of 

consensual pain, the interrogation of binary and simplistic frameworks of consent, and 

 
49 Darren Langdridge and Trevor Butt, “A Hermeneutic Phenomenological Investigation of the Construction 
of Sadomasochistic Identities,” Sexualities 7, no. 1 (2004): 49. 
50 See for examples: Darren Langdridge, “Voices from the Margins: Sadomasochism and Sexual Citizenship,” 
Citizenship Studies 10, no. 4 (2006): 373–89; Susan Wright, “Discrimination of SM-Identified Individuals,” 
Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006): 217–31; Bela Bonita Chatterjee, “Pay v UK, the Probation Service 
and Consensual BDSM Sexual Citizenship,” Sexualities 15, no. 5/6 (2012): 739–57; Margot Weiss, “Gay Shame 
and BDSM Pride: Neoliberalism, Privacy, and Sexual Politics,” Radical History Review 100 (2008): 87–101.	



 20 

the interaction of social and strategic power, in what follows in the remaining chapters of 

this dissertation.  

 What is at stake when claiming that some BDSM practices are other-than-sex? In 

this assertion, I have tried to balance considerations with queer theorists that extend ‘the 

sexual’ beyond traditional, normative thinking. Elizabeth Freeman reflected on the 

collapse of the distinction between the sexual and nonsexual that marked queer theory’s 

expansion: “wasn’t my being queer, in the first instance, about finding sex where it was 

not supposed to be, failing to find it where it was, finding that sex was not, after all, what 

I thought it was?”51 Like Freeman, I am unclear that such a fixed distinction between sex 

and not sex can be drawn, and acknowledge that any attempts are slippery and likely to 

have trouble articulating queer sexuality and sex in a manner that is legible to a reader. 

Yet, I find myself articulating that very distinction on the basis that some BDSM practices 

exist as other-than-sex without excluding practitioner sexuality or assuming that sex can 

only be (re)productive and penetrative in the ways asserted by heterosexual norms. Like 

Eve Sedgwick’s consideration of the “queer” potential of performativity, it is exactly the 

tenuous ground of the ontological distinction that I make here that in part allows for 

potentiality.52 By claiming that some BDSM practices are other-than-sex, I am not 

denying that BDSM is intensely sexual for some practitioners or that all BDSM practices 

are not sex. Instead, the “other-than” attempts to engage with the in-betweenness of a 

 
51 Elizabeth Freeman, “Still After,” in After Sex? On Writing Since Queer Theory, eds. Janet Halley and 
Andrew Parker (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011). 32. 
52 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 3. 
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binary (sex and not sex) that has been challenged by queer theory and was considered by 

Foucault’s early questioning of pleasure, desire, and sexual practices. 

Chapter Outlines 
 
 There are seven chapters in total. The remaining chapters address my primary 

research questions: What alternative relationalities do BDSM practices create for women 

practitioners and how? How do BDSM practices shape these practitioners’ gendered 

experiences of being in the world? This research relies heavily on the in-depth interviews 

completed with eighteen women who self-identified as participants in the BDSM 

community in Toronto and Ottawa.53 Throughout this work, participant accounts are 

marked separate from the text with tabs and italics to highlight their importance.54 In 

order to address the research questions, I centered these accounts in conversation with 

existing theories of body studies, gender studies, and sexuality studies. I conclude that the 

bodily access and vulnerability required by BDSM practices through the physicality, 

consent processes, power exchange, and relationality among practitioners is a unique 

experience of embodiment. This potential for alternative embodied relationality allows 

for expanded possibilities of women’s queer other-than-sex pleasure. 

 Chapter Two presents methodological considerations that framed the research for 

this dissertation. In this chapter, I trace the beginning of the research process and the 

field encounters that led to alternative research questions and a new approach than I had 

 
53 In the next chapter, I interrogate the problems of using ‘community’ as a term of reference and the ways I 
have tried to negotiate these potential issues. 
54 The first mention of an interviewee in each chapter will include a footnote that provides the demographic 
information they shared in the interviews. These descriptions are not meant to reduce participants to 
demographic or categorical markers. Instead, they seek to help situate the participant within the context of 
their own communities and self-descriptions.  
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initially intended with this research. The orientation towards phenomenological 

experiential accounts and attention paid towards power led to a commitment to feminist 

ethnography. This ethnographic work was grounded in what Dána-Ain Davis and Christa 

Craven identifed as the central components of feminist ethnography. According to them, 

it involves a feminist commitment to paying attention to power differentials, challenging 

the realities of marginalization, acknowledging research context dynamics, drawing on a 

feminist intellectual genealogy, and aiming to contribute to scholarship in that regard.55  

Feminist ethnographic considerations framed the research design in terms of 

participants, the conceptualization of community as a research site, the processes of data 

collection and analysis, and my own situatedness as a researcher. Rather than claiming an 

intellectual adherence to a specific ‘school’ of feminist theory, I instead base this project 

on the political acknowledgement that patriarchy exists as an overlapping system of 

power and oppression that radically affects cultural norms, social organization, and the 

ways in which bodies exist in the world. My understanding is intersectional in 

acknowledging that these systems impact individuals differently depending on their 

identities and adherence to privileged cultural norms.56 

 Chapter Three starts with an exploration of pleasure under the framework of 

considering some BDSM practices as other-than-sex. The chapter goes on to engage with 

a phenomenological theoretical understanding of bodies. Although the theoretical basis 

 
55 Dána-Ain Davis and Christa Craven, Feminist Ethnography: Thinking Through Methodologies, Challenges, 
and Possibilities (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 11. 	
56 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Identity Politics, Intersectionality, and Violence Against 
Women,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241–99. 
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of this phenomenology is rooted in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work, I expand his 

understanding of phenomenological experience to include considerations of the gender 

and its impact on embodied being-in-the-world. I begin to unpack the ways in which 

theory interacts with participant explanations of their own bodies and experiences in 

BDSM play. I employ Christina Crosby’s work on the bodymind to explain accounts of 

embodied experience described by participants. In positioning the discussion of bodies 

phenomenologically, I include feminist readings of flesh to contribute to a conception of 

gendered embodiment. This embodiment cultivated by the unique other-than-sex 

experiences of some BDSM activities facilitates a manner of presence and embodied 

learning that can function as a disruption of patriarchal cultural expectations.   

 Chapter Four expands on discussions of gendered embodiment to consider the 

sensation of pain as a primary technique used in BDSM. In conceptualizing BDSM as 

other-than-sex, there is additional room for reimagining sensational pain and its impact 

on gendered embodiment. I begin this chapter by examining how pain is traditionally 

understood, including the sociological considerations presented by Elaine Scarry and the 

medical definitions that inform traditional understandings of pain as aversive. This leads 

to an examination of the varied meanings of masochism for participants that challenge an 

only-sex conception of BDSM practices. I then discuss pain in its role of strong sensation 

in constituting experiences of embodiment, including examining the feelings of pain as 

physical sensation coupled with their cultural mediation and interpretation of bodily 

event. I position the translation or reimagination of sensational pain as central to BDSM 

practices as other-than-sex based on participant understandings of their own play with 
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pain. I then complicate the reimagination of sensational pain with considerations of 

racialized bodies and the histories of non-consensual inflictions of pain. This chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the potential for processing painful sensations outside of 

kink as a result of the embodied knowledge and bodily experiences gained from BDSM 

play.  

 Chapter Five examines understandings of consent. It starts by contextualizing 

these discussions by describing contemporary understandings of sexual consent and the 

popular frameworks that have been developed by BDSM communities as public facing 

concepts. This focuses on the popular BDSM slogans “safe, sane and consensual” and 

“risk-aware, consensual kink.” Each are considered in this chapter under their primary 

considerations in order to explore how project participants saw safety and risk in relation 

to their own experiences. This leads to a discussion of communication and consent, 

including a presentation of the complexities of the relationship between the two that is 

often diminished by the desire to oversimplify consent. Lastly, I discuss the notions of 

boundary pushing and consent violations as practices that are embedded in the flexibility 

of particular bodily social power. I conclude the chapter by considering what this 

discussion means in the larger context of BDSM, pleasure, and bodily encounters in terms 

of both relationality and gendered embodiment. Conceptualizing BDSM as other-than-

sex both requires and allows for more robust frameworks of negotiated consent. 

 Chapter Six expands on discussions of consent to first consider the impact of trust 

and intimacy in relation to power. It is followed by examining the impact of social power 

in BDSM, particularly in the ways in which it is attached to the bodies of practitioners. 
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Practitioners do not shed their privileges when playing strategically with power in BDSM. 

For many participants in this project, engagement with social power took the form of 

interrogating the relationship between feminist politics, patriarchal conditioning, and the 

role of power inside and outside of kink. The discussion roots itself in the microphysics of 

power in intimate relations and the intentional manipulation of that strategic power in 

play as other-than-sex. The understanding of microphysics of power is both rooted in 

Foucault’s conception of strategic power and is expanded on the basis of considering the 

role of social power and intimate relationality in an other-than-sex consideration of 

BDSM. This chapter goes on to analyze the connection between BDSM and the material 

symbols of chattel slavery in order to consider the relationship between racialization, 

social power, and strategic power. BDSM practices create alternative relationalities for 

women practitioners and their gendered experiences of being-in-the-world, and power is 

an immutable part of this experience.  

 Chapter Seven concludes this dissertation with reflection on the interaction 

between gendered embodiment, sensational pain, consent, and power in BDSM. I include 

suggestions for further research on this area. By positioning BDSM as other-than-sex, 

there are expanded possibilities for pleasure and alternative organization of relationality 

between women’s bodies. In the examination of pain, power, and consent, and the 

interaction between them, under a feminist ethnography methodological framework, I 

conclude that BDSM offers alternative forms of pleasure and relationality for women 

practitioners.  
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Chapter 2: Feminist Methodological Considerations 
 
 My initial academic examinations of BDSM led me to wonder how women 

submissives reconciled their personal politics with their desires in kink and semi-public 

play practices.57 Prior to this research, I had ingrained prejudices from popular 

understandings of BDSM. Even though I had personal experiences in the community and 

knew women submissives whom I respected and valued as friends, their choices 

countered my established understandings of feminism and mutual respect between 

partners. My academic inquiry was based in questions that I had about the interactions of 

people I knew who were active in the Toronto BDSM community. Scarlett, a participant 

you will be more fully introduced to later in this work, had expressed interest in what we 

both called ‘kinky sex’ for the many years I had known her. However, shortly after the 

completion of our undergraduate education and her move to a new city for work, she 

informed me that she had entered a formal and contractual Dominant/submissive 

relationship with a man I had never met. They had met on Fetlife, a social media 

networking site for BDSM practitioners, and were immediately moving in together. 

Although committed to the freedom of sexual choice, I found difficulty in understanding 

how the consensual submission of women—and particularly my intelligent, strong-willed, 

and feminist friend—to men in an erotic context was any different than a replication of 

patriarchal oppression. This is not dissimilar from the arguments made against BDSM by 

radical feminists that I outlined in the historiographical survey in Chapter One and it 

 
57 I use ‘semi-public’ to refer to practices in dungeons and play spaces with other practitioners, rather than 
practices that occur privately without the presence of other practitioners who are not directly involved in 
the scene. 
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illustrates the pervasive effects of early established understandings of BDSM. Prior to the 

amazingly rich experiences that participants in this project provided, I failed to fully 

understand the complexities of power and bodily relationality in kink and, as a result, had 

discounted the agency of women who engaged in such practices.   

  Building on the genealogical account from the last chapter that situated the study 

of kink historiographically, in this chapter, I explain how I arrived at the topic of this 

dissertation and some of the issues that I encountered with my initial methodological 

decisions. Situating myself as a feminist ethnographer, I discuss the impact of the 

overarching framework of feminist ethnography on choices for the sites of research, 

sampling, data collection, and analysis. My embeddedness as a subject within this 

research lends to my understandings of BDSM scenes and the ways in which I 

encountered participant descriptions. The designation of feminist ethnography is more 

about the conceptual and ethical methodological implications than the practical methods 

that may normally be associated with ethnographic studies. In this work, feminist 

ethnography is a political epistemological commitment to research generation rather 

than a traditional notion of ethnography. Overall, the research for this dissertation uses 

feminist ethnography to bridge theory and praxis, and grounds itself in the thick 

descriptive exploration of the perspectives and experiences of the project’s participants. 

In considering gender as a primary characterization of the ways in which people 

experience the world, my methodological choices and resulting analysis pays attention to 

power dynamics and systemic patriarchal oppression.   
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 This chapter starts with my rationale for the research approach in this project. In 

sketching the landscape of the Toronto pansexual BDSM community, I account for the 

shift in focusing particularly on women’s practices and bodies. In doing so, I identify my 

primary research questions as: what alternative relationalities do BDSM practices create 

for women practitioners and how? How do BDSM practices shape these practitioners’ 

gendered experiences of being-in-the-world? It is important to note that these are not the 

research questions I started this project with. Instead, because of participant accounts, 

the focus of the research shifted away from theoretical frameworks of affect to focus on 

embodiment as a lived experience. In the next section of this chapter, I discuss research 

participants and communities, including understanding ‘women’ as a claimed—not 

fixed—category. This also includes shifting the conception of a research site and how this 

affected decisions about sampling and recruitment. The section concludes with the 

participation process and considerations of research consent. The chapter goes on to 

discuss ethnography in order to more fully unpack feminist ethnography as a 

methodology, the challenges of aligning methods for this project within the feminist 

methodological framework, and my own relationship to the research as a feminist 

ethnographer. Next, I present the processes of interviews, transcription and coding used 

for the data analysis. Finally, I conclude the chapter with ethical considerations and 

possible limitations of the methods.  

Rationale for Research Approach 
 
 In the contemporary literature I initially encountered about practitioners of 

BDSM, very little focused on the phenomenological experience of women participants 
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who were not pro-Dommes and even less was undertaken in Canada.58 Although there are 

similarities across North American BDSM communities, my initial research into existing 

literature identified a gap between academic accounts and my own personal experiences 

within the Toronto kink community. My insider/outsider dynamics in relationship to this 

research are complicated and characterized my reading of the literature and general 

approach to the project. Prior to undertaking this research, I had attended a few 

pansexual BDSM events in Toronto, the first of which was described in the introduction 

to this dissertation. My own curiosity about women’s consensual submission at least in 

part comes from my own proclivity towards topping and sadism. However, when I started 

this research, I was not a self- or community-identified active member of any particular 

BDSM community. I came to learn about leatherdyke and queer BDSM communities in 

Toronto and Ottawa through this research. My connection to these communities has 

changed in light of this research and the relationships I formed with participants.  

 My initial review of the existing academic BDSM literature found that there was 

some research done on pansexual communities,59 but most was focused on either middle-

aged, white heterosexual couples or gay leathermen and (and to a much lesser extent, 

leatherdyke) communities, and there were remarkably few ethnographic studies.60 There 

 
58 The notable exception is Ummni Khan, author of Vicarious Kinks: S/M in the Socio-legal Imaginary 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), who analyzes the Canadian media and legal context but does 
not include the voices of BDSM participants in their analysis.  
 
59 Pansexual is a romantic and/or sexual attraction that is not determined by sex or gender. The pansexual 
BDSM community is not necessarily composed of pansexuals but has been named to imply that all sexes, 
genders, and sexual orientations are welcome.  
60 The notable examples of major works that did employ ethnographic methods are: Staci Newmahr, Playing 
on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011); and, Margot 
Weiss, Techniques of Pleasure: BDSM and the Circuits of Sexuality (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).  
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remains considerable research done by psychologists and clinicians, although it is notably 

more positive in its characterizations of BDSM participation than previous medico-

psychiatric research. Many clinical scientific studies found that contrary to common 

presumptions, there were no higher levels of psychopathology in BDSM participant 

samples than in the general population estimates, and presumed commonly-made 

associations between sex and violence in BDSM practices were both sensationalist and 

detrimental to the mental health of participants.61 This is not to indicate that all stigmas 

around BDSM practices have been eradicated,62 but that clinical approaches to the study 

of BDSM varied.63 The biggest departure from previous literature was Danielle 

Lindemann’s study on professional dominatrices, which reimagined the medico-

 
61 Pamela H. Connolly, “Psychological Functioning of Bondage/Domination/Sado-Masochism (BDSM) 
Practitioners,” Journal of Psychology & Human Sexuality 18, no. 1 (2006): 79–120; J. Paul Federoff, “Sadism, 
Sadomasochism, Sex, and Violence,” Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 53, no. 10 (2008): 637–46; DJ Williams, 
“Different (Painful!) Strokes for Different Folks: A General Overview of Sexual Sadomasochism (SM) and its 
Diversity,” Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity 13 (2006): 333–46; Ali Hébert and Angela Weaver, “Perks, 
Problems and the People Who Play: A Qualitative Exploration of Dominant and Submissive BDSM Roles,” 
The Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality 24, no. 1 (2015): 49–62; Ali Hébert and Angela Weaver, “An 
Examination of Personality Characteristics Associated with BDSM Orientations,” The Canadian Journal of 
Human Sexuality 23, no. 2 (2014): 106–15; Eva Jozifkova, “Consensual sadomasochistic sex (BDSM): The 
roots, the risks, and the distinctions between BDSM and violence,” Current Psychiatry Reports 15, no. 9 
(2013): 392–400; Patricia A. Cross and Kim Matheson, “Understanding Sadomasochism: An Empirical 
Examination of Four Perspectives,” Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006): 133–66; Juliet Richters, 
Richard O. de Visser, Chris E. Rissel, Andrew E. Grulich, and Anthony M.A. Smith, “Demographic and 
Psychosocial Features of Participants in Bondage and Discipline, ‘Sadomasochism’ or Dominance and 
Submission (BDSM): Data From a National Survey,” Journal of Sexual Medicine 5 (2008): 1660–8. 
62 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5 2013) was the first to distinguish the 
difference between atypical sexual interest and paraphilic disorder. Most people with these interests should 
not be diagnosed with a disorder, as it only applies to those who feel personal distress about their interest, 
or if their interest involves someone who is unable to give legal consent. American Psychiatric Association, 
“Highlights of Changes from DSM-IV-TR to DSM-5,” (American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013), 
http://www.dsm5.org/Documents/changes%20from%20dsm-iv-tr%20to%20dsm-5.pdf, and American 
Psychiatric Association, “Paraphilic Disorders,” (American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013), 
http://www.dsm5.org/Documents/Paraphilic%20Disorders%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf. See also, National 
Coalition for Sexual Freedom, “The DSM-5 Says Kink is OK!” NCSF News, June 22 2013, 
https://ncsfreedom.org/press/blog/item/the-dsm-5-says-kink-is-ok.html  
63 For further discussion, see, Ummni Khan, Sadomasochism in Sickness and in Health: Competing Claims 
from Science, Social Science, and Culture,” Current Sexual Health Reports 7, no. 1 (2015): 49–58.  
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psychiatric lens through participants’ understandings of the therapeutic benefits of 

BDSM.64 However, all of these works approach BDSM as a practice of sex and few pay 

attention to the lived experiences of participants in a detailed or rich manner.  

  The ‘pan’ scene names itself after pansexuality to imply that all genders and sexual 

orientations are welcome. However, in reality, these communities are often primarily 

composed of heterosexual couples and bisexual women who are coupled with cis men.65 

This is also the case in Toronto and Ottawa. As some authors have pointed out, and my 

own experiences suggested, there is a trend in these spaces for gender automatically to 

dictate the assumed power roles. That is, men act as Dominants, women are submissives 

or switches,66 and there are both cisgender and white privileges that dictate many of the 

power dynamics of the play spaces that replicate larger systems of oppression found 

outside of kink. If these dynamics are inverted in some way, it is mostly considered to be 

out of the norm, particularly if a scene or partnership includes cis men and cis women. 

While my experiences shaped my approach to this project in the way that they do for any 

researcher, I identified the importance of centering participant voices in the analysis and 

thus epistemologically shifting where research on BDSM comes from. When writing 

about bodily and social experiences, expertise is located with the individuals and 

communities that have first-hand knowledge and diverse experiences.  

 
64 Danielle Lindemann, Dominatrix: Gender Eroticism, and Control in the Dungeon (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2012). 
65 This was a common theme mentioned by participants, especially those from the leatherdyke-centred 
Unholy Harvest community who saw their group as a special exception to the larger pan community.	
66 Switches choose which role they will assume depending on the scene, the other participant(s), and 
preferences at the time of play. 
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In the preliminary stages of this research, I was actively engaged in making more 

contacts in the Toronto kink community so that when I started ethics-approved 

fieldwork, I could spend less time establishing rapport with potential participants. It was 

during one of these trips that I was invited to a fetish photoshoot. The space was 

overwhelmingly inhabited by women, from the hairdresser, to the make-up artist, to the 

photographer.67 In addition to other topics of conversation, the women were interested in 

my potential research. One—a particularly prominent member of the Toronto pan 

community—asked who I was planning to meet while there. I informed her that I had 

been in touch with one of the major event organizers and dungeon owners. I was 

supposed to meet him later that night to discuss how my project could be designed in a 

way that would allow for appropriate representation and benefit to the community. In a 

way, I had identified him as a potential gatekeeper of community access.68 He was well 

connected through the community and easily identifiable by almost everyone in the 

Toronto scene. She hesitantly responded that I should be cautious because of his very 

strong views about dominance and gender and encouraged me not to be put off by some 

of the more distasteful opinions he may express to me over the course of the meeting. It 

was at this point that I started to interrogate both my research questions and my 

intended sampling. Why had I identified certain people as gatekeepers over others? What 

 
67 This is not always the case, nor is their substantial evidence to indicate that these types of kink-adjacent 
spaces are typically dominated by women. 
68 Ruth McAreavey and Chaitali Das, “A Delicate Balancing Act: Negotiating with Gatekeepers for Ethical 
Research When Researching Minority Communities,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods 12, no. 1 
(2013): 113–31; Ragnhild Lund, Smita Mishra Panda, and Manju Prava Dhal, “Narrating Spaces of Inclusion 
and Exclusion in Research Collaboration – Researcher-Gatekeeper Dialogue,” Qualitative Research 16, no. 3 
(2016): 280–92.	
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did this mean in terms of limiting my study to the pan community? How was I using a 

particular set of organized events as synonymous with ‘community’? At that time, I 

realized I was not interested in what men—particularly white, cis male Doms—had to say 

about community dynamics for the purposes of this research. Here, I decided that 

participants would be women who could best speak to research questions that had to do 

with intersectionalities of power and privilege both inside and outside of kink and I began 

to shape a methodology aligned with feminist ethnography. In their work on feminist 

ethnography, Dána-Ain Davis and Christa Craven reminded readers that “what makes an 

ethnographic project feminist is when it is in the hands of a feminist—someone who pays 

attention to gender and power dynamics—who is intentional in their research design.”69 

This research comes from the perspective that patriarchy exists with overlapping systems 

of power and oppression, and this affected each facet of the research design and analysis.  

Participants and Communities in Research Design 
 
 Recognizing both the construction of gender and its expression, as well as the deep 

and real attachment to gender that many people have, I took ‘woman’ to mean any person 

who self-identified with this term. I intentionally decided not to include the qualified 

characterization of “cis and trans women” in my call for participants.70 This follows the 

work of Kai M. Green in recognizing that there is semantic violence in the “and” insofar as 

it asserts the “unnatural” inclusion of trans into cis.71 Cisgender is the supposed 

 
69 Dána-Ain Davis and Christa Craven, Feminist Ethnography: Thinking Through Methodologies, Challenges, 
and Possibilities (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), 78.  
70 See Appendix A for recruitment poster.  
71 Kai M. Green, “Black Women (Transgender and Cisgender): The Violent ‘And’,” (presentation, Queen’s 
University Department of Gender Studies’ Sexual and Gender Diversity Speaker, Kingston, ON, March 3, 
2017).  
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representative subject of the category of woman. As Green argued, “woman” is not a real 

category in and of itself, so rather than being inclusive of a range of gender expressions, 

the “and” masks the critique of the category of woman. Instead, my work treats woman as 

a claimed category, with which anyone can self-identify. Unfortunately, this led to some 

trans women inquiring whether they were actually able to participate because they did 

not see themselves reflected in my call for participants. I clarified this in-person when 

asked but I am unclear on the impact this may have had for women self-selecting out of 

the research on the basis of assuming limited participation criteria.  

 I do not conflate the lived experiences of participants or indicate that women are 

the same by merit of their categorical gendered identification. Instead, describing the 

category of woman in this manner acknowledges without essentialisms, that woman as an 

expressed gender shapes individual experiences of being-in-the-world. Iris Marion 

Young’s work on bodily comportment is helpful in this regard. In her study, she proposed 

that without claiming a feminine essence, the situation of women has socio-historical 

commonalities in terms of phenomenological embodiment, despite the immense 

differences found in individual experiences, opportunities, and possibilities.72 Although I 

did not initially purposively sample, my intention was to include different experiences 

that are mediated by racialization, sexual orientation, and kink affiliation.73 That is, 

 
72 Iris Marion Young, “Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Bodily Comportment, Motility, 
and Spatiality,” Human Studies 3 (1980): 138–9. Young uses Simone de Beauvoir’s work on the common basis 
of femininity but critiques her physiological focus on the burden of anatomy because it fails to account for 
the situatedness of women’s bodily movement and worldly orientation.  
73 While some participants view their kink affiliation as their sexual orientation, it is often a secondary 
characterization in addition to a primary sexual orientation towards a particular gender or genders. See Jay 
Wiseman, SM 101: A Realistic Introduction, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: Greenery Press, 1998), 9, Kindle.  
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although this project is focused on bodily experiences of pain, sampling was not limited 

to participants who self-identified on the right side of the slash as submissives, bottoms, 

or masochists.74 This is because a much wider range of participants have experiences with 

consensual pain in the context of BDSM, including switches, and Dominants 

(Doms/Dommes),75 tops, and sadomasochists.76 As Jay Wiseman, author of SM 101, 

pointed out, it is not uncommon for those whose sole preference is dominance to try 

items and techniques that cause pain on themselves prior to using them on another’s 

body.77 Additionally, there was a common trend among participants that many started in 

a particular role that they thought they may identify with because of partner preference, 

skillset, or gendered expectations, but had since moved to identifying with a role they saw 

as more authentically characterizing their desires and practices. Although there is some 

discussion about the complications of labels and identities in BDSM among practitioners, 

generally, most still use a label to refer to their preferences.78 In acknowledging that both 

practices and role identification within the community have the possibility to be fluid, I 

intentionally used broader language in invitations for participants that allowed for self-

 
74 Slash placement is shorthand to encompass the many roles people may identify with that are semantically 
on the right side of a binary power dynamic (e.g., Dominant/submissive, Master/slave, top/bottom). In 
reference to pain, these are the three primary characterizations for participants who prefer scene roles 
where they are the recipients of sensation-based play. Among other terms, they are also referred to as subs, 
slaves, khajiras, littles, princesses, rope bottoms, pets, and prey, depending on favoured kink and self-
identification. These are loosely categorized as submissive roles because of the negotiated power dynamics.  
75 Dommes (fem) is typically reserved for women-identified practitioners, although each individual claims a 
different title for themselves.  
76 These are the three primary characterizations for participants who prefer scene roles where they are 
responsible for inflicting the sensation-based play. Although some reject the characterization of dominance, 
these are generally considered counterparts to the other submissive roles.  
77 Wiseman, SM 101, 79.   
78 Rae, “Out of the Box and Into the Dungeon: Navigating the Scene Without the Right Words,” An Unholy 
Harvest (Ottawa, ON: An Unholy Harvest, 2018). 
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selection into the research.79 There is a wide range of recommendations for “ideal” sample 

size, but as Greg Guest, Arwen Bunce, and Laura Johnson pointed out, these suggestions 

are rarely based on empirical evidence.80 Additionally, the value of this project is located 

in its rich and detailed descriptions of a small group of participants and their experiences. 

Eighteen women participated in the project, of which four primarily identified with roles 

on the left side of the slash, eight on the right side, and six as switches. Many qualified 

their roles with statements like “top-leaning” or “bottom-leaning” switch or stated that 

while they primarily identify with one role, they will engage in other roles depending on 

their co-players. I am not minimizing fluidity or participant self-identification through 

this characterization.  

	 Without purposive sampling, a majority of interested participants were white and 

cis. When recruiting, I reiterated the focus on BIPOC experiences and added that non-cis 

women’s experiences were particularly welcome. Ultimately of the eighteen participants, 

fourteen were white and four self-identified as non-white or ‘mixed race,’ including 

Indigenous, North African, Jewish, and Latina. Of the two participants who identified as 

mixed race, the Jewish participant explicitly acknowledged contemporary readings of 

whiteness and the complications of Jewish racial identification.81 Four of the eighteen 

participants were trans, two were female non-binary, one was gender-fluid, and eleven 

 
79 See Appendix A for recruitment poster.  
80 Greg Guest, Arwen Bunce, and Laura Johnson, “How Many Interviews are Enough? An Experiment with 
Data Saturation and Variability,” Field Methods 18, no. 1 (2006): 59–82.  
81 She stated that she was “Caucasian but Jewish” when asked about her racial identity.  
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were cis. All of the participants identified in some way with the category “woman” that 

allowed their self-selection in participation. 

My initial research design identified the “Subspace” community as the primary site 

for research and participant recruitment. Subspace was a community that consisted of 

mostly young, urban Torontonians. It arose out of a demand from the Toronto kink 

community for monthly play parties with a different demographic of participants than 

was catered to by the Northbound Leather events. The latter was well established in kink, 

with a decades-long store front in the Church and Wellesley gay village,82 but it focused 

more on leather fetishes and began as a centre for gay leather culture.83 Admission costs 

for Subspace events was also cheaper—running at about $15–20 admission compared to 

the $40–75 costs of other events—making them a more financially accessible entry point 

for scene newcomers. For nine years, Subspace acted as a first-place introduction to the 

public BDSM play scene for many kinksters in Ontario. This group ended up dissolving 

prior to the start of my fieldwork because of the increasing financial costs of running 

large events. The central organizer began to focus on smaller, more exclusive (and 

expensive) events in his private dungeon. Here, there are some notable problems with 

applying the term community, because although Subspace was called an ALT, Body Mod 

and Fetish Club, it was not an actual club per se. There was no membership or exclusive 

guidelines for entry to their regular series of events that took place at different locations 

 
82 Church and Wellesley is a historical Toronto neighbourhood known for centring gay culture. 
83 This has changed a bit over the past few years. Recently, Northbound celebrated their thirtieth 
anniversary with an event produced by Impulse Events, a pansexual performance and arts-based fetish 
group. 
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in downtown Toronto. That being said, it was a group with shared interests and although 

‘membership’ was fluid, there were definitely regular attendees. So, while there is a larger 

BDSM community that is characterized by general engagement in kink practices, there 

are also smaller enclaves of communities that are organized around specific events or 

collectives. These smaller communities are how most academic BDSM research typically 

identifies practitioners, which contributes to a characterization of kink on the basis of 

who has access to play in public spaces. Something that is often not considered in 

research is that play space participation could be limited by financial or physical access. 

Events cost money and many event spaces are not accessible for people with various 

disabilities. Social access is also limited on the basis that some bodies hold more power to 

play in different spaces on the basis of gender, race, and ability. Although this project 

does not fully address this limitation, I have tried to be cognizant of it throughout my 

data analysis process when characterizing community in a particular way. 

As Kate Cairns pointed out in her discussion of social and spatial location in 

feminist ethnography, the selection of a research “site” implicates an ongoing production 

of that site. The field is thereby constituted through power and practices of knowledge 

production that are negotiated, contested and relational.84 After my initial consideration 

of Subspace, I expanded my research away from site-specificity to be criterion based. 

Ultimately, fourteen of the eighteen participants came from the community involved in 

An Unholy Harvest, an annual leatherdyke weekend-long event. Harvest took place in 

 
84 Kate Cairns, “Ethnographic Locations: The Geographies of Feminist Post-Structural Ethnography,” 
Ethnography and Education 8, no. 3 (2013): 327.  
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Ottawa for its last two years (2017 and 2018) for financial and logistical reasons but was in 

Toronto for many of the event years before that.85 Toronto was still included in the 

recruitment criteria to keep the study focused on the Ontario context but ultimately my 

participants were from both Toronto and Ottawa.86 There is considerable overlap 

between BDSM scenes in Toronto and Ottawa, and because of the size of Toronto events, 

many practitioners who were located outside of the city still had experience in the 

Toronto scene. Harvest is one of the few BDSM events in Ontario that was limited to 

trans, enby, and women-identified kink practitioners.87 The definition of the community 

was central to organizers of An Unholy Harvest: “Our philosophy was simple: We wanted 

a weekend that was friendly, affordable and participation-focused. We’re no fan of 

borders, but they do in many ways define our lives. So we wanted to see what would 

happen if we created a space for local queer Leather culture to flourish up here in 

Canada.”88 Although Harvest was only a single yearly event over the Canadian 

Thanksgiving weekend, there were other events organized over the course of the year for 

fundraising purposes including play parties and a day-long annual kink conference, 

“Queering Power.”89 The four participants who were not from An Unholy Harvest were 

from Toronto and area pansexual BDSM communities. However, most of the participants 

 
85 The events ended in 2019 after twelve years when the founder announced she needed to take a break from 
organizing and asked that the name of the events be discontinued. The event started its first year in Ottawa 
and then moved to Toronto for most of its years.  
86 See appendices A and B. 
87 There are a small number of exceptions. Women of Drummer is a leather organization that has a chapter 
led by someone in Toronto. There is also a bi-monthly Sunday night event at Oasis Aqualounge in Toronto 
called “Sapphic Aquatica” that cis men are not permitted entry to.  
88 Jacqueline St-Urbain and Andrea Zanin, An Unholy Harvest (Ottawa: An Unholy Harvest, 2017). 
89 The collective that came out of the existing Unholy Harvest organizing team is called “Collage,” and held 
their first event in 2019. 
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from Harvest had experience with other BDSM events and communities, and there was a 

general acknowledgement among participants that BDSM community between Ottawa 

and Toronto is blended, particularly for queer women, who access an even smaller 

community than other practitioners.. 

In naming and explaining the technical methods employed for this project, I am in 

no way attempting to diminish the central importance and focus of rich ethnography 

from a small group of participants. Here, I follow Faye V. Harrison who pointed out that 

there are no “feminist methods” but there are feminist methodologies.90 That is, the latter 

help me articulate the conceptual, theoretical, and ethical perspectives on this research. 

As a result of employing purposive non-probability sampling, there is no way to know if 

the chosen sample represents the given population, but because my project was not 

intended for statistical generalizability, this is not an actual issue.91 That is, as previously 

mentioned, and possibly to the detriment of participant racial diversity, I was not seeking 

any particular participant profile for the project. The insights gained by the qualitative 

data generated in this project are intended to contribute to phenomenological 

understandings of gendered bodies and consensual play with pain and power, and the 

shared ethnographic experiences and understandings of women who participate in the 

Toronto and Ottawa BDSM community.  

 
90 Faye V. Harrison, “Feminist Methodology as a Tool for Ethnographic Inquiry on Globalization,” in The 
Gender of Globalization: Women Navigating Cultural and Economic Marginalities, ed. Nandini Gunewardena 
and Ann Kingsolver (Santa Fe, NM: School for Advanced Research Press, 2007), 25. 
91 Because non-probability sampling does not involve random selection, it cannot depend on probability 
theory. Greg Guest, Emily E. Namey, and Marilyn L. Mitchell, Collecting Qualitative Data: A Field Manual 
for Applied Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 2013), 46, Kindle. 
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I started sampling through convenience with friends in the community based on 

criteria of self-identification of gender and BDSM participation in Toronto. In her article 

on the history of feminist ethnographies, Kamala Visweswaran challenged the 

interchangeability of the identification of friend and informant because of the lack of 

reflection that may accompany these comments that do not acknowledge power 

dynamics in research.92 I acknowledge that this can be a potential problem in research 

but have tried to follow Robin Whitaker here in noting that friendship should not 

necessarily be envisioned apolitically and difference is not automatically erased with 

friendship whether it is within a research relationship or not.93 She said, “If the term 

‘informants’ suggests people are repositories of information, friendship points towards 

knowledge produced through respectful inter-subjective engagement, including 

analytical interchange.”94 In this way, friendship helped set the tone of the initial 

interviews as truly committed to feminist ethnography. Although I had intended to use 

snowball sampling, it was not as effective as I had originally anticipated, and garnered 

only five of the participants. I posted the call for participants on Facebook groups 

“Unholy Harvest 2018 logistics and group intros” and “Kinky Queer Events.” With the 

permission of the organizers, I also displayed my recruitment poster at the registration 

desk of Unholy Harvest in 2018. When shared on Facebook, some other BDSM 

practitioners that were in my existing social network also shared the recruitment posters. 

 
92 Kamala Visweswaran, “Histories of Feminist Ethnography,” Annual Review of Anthropology 26 (1997): 591–
621. 
93 Robin Whitaker, “The Politics of Friendship in Feminist Ethnography,” Anthropology in Action 18, no. 1 
(2011): 61.	
94 Whitaker, “Politics of Friendship,” 64. 
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Interested participants were then able to contact me directly, at which time, I provided 

them with the official invitation to participate that included the combined letter of 

information and consent form.95 The consent form was broken down into multiple 

components, and the first portion included confirmation that participants identified as 

women, were at least eighteen years old, and were comfortable with the nature of their 

relationship with me as the researcher. Upon volunteering participation, the participant 

and I coordinated an agreeable time and place to conduct the interview. All of the 

interviews took place between May and December 2018 at participants’ homes or local 

coffee shops, depending on the comfort and convenience for the participant. Having 

participants choose interview locations was reflective of an intentional consideration of 

the power dynamics in research. Prior to the interview, all participants were given the 

opportunity to ask questions about the project, re-read the letter of information, and sign 

the consent form in hard copy.  

What Does it Mean to be a Feminist Ethnographer?  
 
 The information I required for my study was largely perceptual, emphasizing the 

description of experiences. A review of academic literature on BDSM preceded fieldwork-

based data collection in order to inform the study. Given that I was most interested in 

embodied experiences, the most appropriate method for data collection was ethnography 

as an iterative-inductive method.96 I emphasize the iterative nature of the method that 

comes from circular, rather than linear, processes of participation, observation, writing, 

 
95 See Appendix B for letter of information and consent form.	
96 Karen O’Reilly, Ethnographic Methods (New York: Routledge, 2004), 3. 
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reading, talking, listening, and reflecting as discovery rather than a verification of existing 

history. Attending events, having conversations outside of in-depth interviews, 

volunteering with the queer women’s kink community in an organizational capacity, as 

well as more formal research activities, all informed this project. As Davis and Craven 

suggested, “Feminist ethnography is praxis—an actively engaging process that is 

embodied, taught, learned, and relearned.”97 I always identified myself as someone who 

was completing my doctoral dissertation on women in kink and this often led to 

volunteered participation in an interview. This fieldwork was grounded in what Davis and 

Craven identified as the central component of feminist ethnography. According to them, 

it involves a feminist commitment to paying attention to power differentials, challenging 

the realities of marginalization, acknowledging research context dynamics, drawing on a 

feminist intellectual genealogy, and aiming to contribute to scholarship in that regard.98  

 One of the organizers of Unholy Harvest informed me that she had denied “access” 

to researchers in the past for participant safety. She did not articulate why I had been 

treated differently in this regard, but I suspect that it was because I had attended other 

kink events in Toronto prior to commencing my research. I blended in so to speak with 

my alignment of visibly queer and kink aesthetics and presented less like a researcher 

who was seeking to observe the events than others they had encountered in the past.99 

The insider/outsider dynamics for research were particularly notable, even though I was 

 
97 Davis and Craven, Feminist Ethnography, 168. 
98 Davis and Craven, Feminist Ethnography, 11.  
99 There were also an interesting number of academics in the Harvest community, some of whom studied 
BDSM and other who did not. As such, the inclusion of someone with somewhat insider status to study 
women’s BDSM was usually received positively by practitioners I encountered.  
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not always entirely sure how to negotiate them. In any research, the researcher’s 

relationship to the research is always exceptionally important. However, the 

insider/outsider binary actually masks all of the in-betweenness that is often the reality of 

ethnographic—particularly feminist—research. My own experiences as a white, young, 

queer, cis woman with previous experiences with BDSM on the left side of the slash 

characterized the ways in which I have analyzed the collected data and situated it within 

larger theoretical frameworks. Reflecting on my own experiences and positionality has 

been a component of this work and the relationality between myself as a researcher and 

the research is not always clear to me. As O’Reilly argued, there is no pure inductive 

ethnography because that would imply there are no pre-conceptions where theories are 

devised to explain the fieldwork and its contents rather than the other way around.100 

Because of the partially disembodied process of researching and writing about bodies, the 

most obvious method of research seemed to be to ask people about their bodies and 

experiences. I looked for phenomenological accounts of individual bodily experiences and 

framed them within the larger ethnographic project. So, while prioritizing participant 

voices and experiences, I acknowledge that I had a pre-existing theoretical framework 

that informed my interview questions and generally the way I approached the study.101 In 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, Jonathan Alan Smith, Paul Flowers, and Michael 

Larkin referred to this method as “a philosophical approach to the study of 

experience. . .[that] shares a particular interest in thinking about what the experience of 

 
100 O’Reilly, Ethnographic Methods. 
101 See Appendix C for interview guide.  
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being human is like, in all its various aspects, but especially in terms of the things that 

matter to us, and which constitute our lived world.”102 However, something is obviously 

lost in translation in phenomenological analysis, as I will never share embodiment with 

the participants.103  This is particularly important for BIPOC participants whose 

experience of being-in-the-world is different than my own as a white woman. When 

recruiting for the study, this was explicitly mentioned to me as a barrier for BIPOC 

women’s participation in the project and may partially explain the low number of non-

white participants that limits this analysis. Representation in ethnography is both 

incredibly important and an area that is ripe with power differentials that can lead to the 

replication and reinforcement of systemic oppression and marginalization.104  

 This research disagrees with Elaine Scarry’s ground-breaking work in The Body in 

Pain and its assertions that an other’s pain is inherently unknowable and 

uncommunicable.105 However, I acknowledge that talking about bodily experiences is at 

least a partially disembodied experience. But the relationality in research is also a process 

of embodiment, making feminist ethnography a sort of embodied epistemology. In her 

discussion about the production of critical feminist knowledge, pointing to Donna 

Haraway, Karin Willemse explored the “biographic narrative as a process of 

 
102 Jonathan Alan Smith, Paul Flowers, Michael Larkin, Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, 
Method and Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009), 11. Emphasis in original.  
103 Davis and Craven point to the etymological roots of ethnography as ethnos is people or group, and 
graphein is to write or be represented in their discussion of how to produce feminist ethnography in 
Feminist Ethnography, 121. 
104 Even though the study is not intended to be a representative sample, participant diversity is still an 
important consideration.  
105 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1987). This will be explored more thoroughly in the next chapter.  
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intersubjective knowledge production in the sense that this process is embodied, situated 

and partial.”106 Although not strictly biographic narrative, the accounts provided by 

participants in-depth interviews are experiential and can be understood as texts-in-

context. 

 In terms of the analysis and synthesis of the data, I started with my position as a 

researcher and its incumbent vulnerabilities. Ultimately, as Margaret Willson pointed 

out, the ethnographer “is supposed to be able to control herself or himself, to ultimately 

act in a ‘professional’ and ‘appropriate’ manner. This creates a situation where the 

ethnographer is expected to be simultaneously detached and intensely engaged, not to 

express uncontrolled emotion.”107 Contrary to traditional understandings of ethnographic 

positionality, the expectations of both “emotional detachment” and “academic armor” 

actually weaken the quest for objectivity.108 They act as barriers to politically effective 

knowledge production with explicit subjectivity. Acknowledged researcher subjectivity 

strengthens rather than invalidates objectivity to create a blend of self-reflective and 

critical, structural analysis. My position as a feminist ethnographer challenges the power 

hierarchy that requires researcher detachment. Although power imbalances still exist—

particularly in my privileges as a white cis woman who is pursuing this project in a 

 
106 Karin Willemse, “‘Everything I Told You Was True’: The Biographic Narrative as a Method of Critical 
Feminist Knowledge,” Women’s Studies International Forum 43 (2014): 38. 
107 Margaret Willson, “Afterward Perspective and Difference: Sexualization, the Field, and the 
Ethnographer,” in Taboo: Sex, Identity, and Erotic Subjectivity in Anthropological Fieldwork, ed. Don Kulick 
and Margaret Willson (London: Routledge, 1995), 193. 
108 Kari Lerum, “Subjects of Desire: Academic Armor, Intimate Ethnography, and the Production of Critical 
Knowledge,” Qualitative Inquiry 7, no. 4 (2001): 468; Willson, “Afterward Perspective,” 193, calls this same 
phenomenon “protective devices” that are used in fieldwork. She recalls a fieldwork event where a pro-
Domme complimented her and how that impacted her work and required a reflection on the inclusion of 
certain things in fieldwork.  



 47 

university—acknowledging that researchers are embedded (in a very embodied manner) 

into the work they produce is an important component of demystifying the structural and 

oppressive qualities of research. All research is potentially exploitive. Attention to the 

embodiment of power dynamics is essential in all projects to diminish the negative and 

extractive affects for participants.  

 As Kari Lerum pointed out, sexuality is a particularly sticky area of study for the 

ethnographer to become a blank slate,109 and this is of particular importance to consider 

in research on BDSM. Even though I do not conceptualize BDSM as only sex, the popular 

and academic understandings of BDSM have relegated it to the limited definition of solely 

kinky sex. As such, I needed to be aware of this when approaching the research and 

considering my position and relationality to it. The erotic subjectivity of researchers is 

intentionally absent from most publications,110 and as Willson has noted, there are 

differences in gendered expectations of the ethnographer with sexual advances and 

personal safety.111 There was often questioning by participants about my role in the BDSM 

community and personal kink practices. It surprised me the first time this occurred. 

Upon reflection, it made sense that there may be inquiries given the informal nature of 

the interviews and questions I asked participants. Contrary to the community and 

practitioner-centred focus of my research, I erroneously fell into the initial pitfall of 

assuming a “discrete and impenetrable” nature of my identity and body with full control 

 
109 Lerum, “Subjects of Desire,” 468. 
110 Esther Newton, “My Best Informant’s Dress: The Erotic Equation in Fieldwork,” in Out in the Field: 
Reflections of Lesbian and Gay Anthropologists, ed. Ellen Lewin and William I. Leap (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996), 213. 
111 Willson, “Afterward Perspective.”	
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and flexibility of my “public persona.”112 Generally, most participants assumed that I was 

also a BDSM practitioner. Because I had been attending events prior to the research, I was 

recognizable to most of the participants even if I did not know them personally prior to 

the interview. There were a few participants in the research who had previously 

approached me for a scene or play at a party. I questioned the ethicality of my position in 

asking for their participation in research. However, because power dynamics cannot be 

eliminated from any research and the BDSM environment is one based more fully on 

consent and open communication,113 I reasoned that voluntary participation would be 

acceptable particularly given the additional question on the consent form previously 

mentioned regarding participant comfort with their relationship with me as a researcher.  

Methods for Interviews, Transcriptions, and Coding 
 
 In accordance with my goal to centre the voices of participants in this study, I 

produced full transcriptions of each interview when participants opted to review them for 

accuracy and clarity. For the four participants who did not want to review transcripts, I 

completed partial transcriptions of the interviews. The in-depth interviews—all of which 

were conducted in person—developed detailed descriptions, while integrating multiple 

perspectives and intersubjectivities of the participants. The interviews were audio 

recorded on my cellular phone and then imported into my computer as MP4s. I 

completed all of the transcriptions myself and checked them for accuracy upon 

completion prior to sending them to the participants who opted to review them as well. 

 
112 Willson, “Afterward Perspective,” 202. 
113 Although I problematize consent in a later chapter, it remains true that discussions of informed consent 
are at the forefront of BDSM.  
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Participants were able to choose pseudonyms as they preferred. This allowed for 

participant choice in identification with the research and enabled them to be able to 

identify themselves if they choose to read my work. In some cases, participants chose to 

be identified by their scene names so that others in the community could also identify 

them in the work, but they would remain anonymous to outsiders. Although sexual 

activity is sometimes suggested to be a taboo or uncomfortable topic for participants,114 

this was not a concern for my project because of the subcultural norms associated with 

discussion, consent, and education in the BDSM community. The interviews were semi-

structured to help facilitate information relevant to this work. I tried to consider H.R. 

Bernard’s concern about interview structure when he referred to the degree of interview 

structure as “a continuum of interview situations based on the amount of control we try 

to exercise over people’s responses.”115 Instead, I thought of the interviews “as a forum 

where people can reflect on their own attitudes, opinions, and behaviours in a way they 

might not in a regular conversation.”116 The interview guide provided a general structure 

for all of the interviews and when appropriate, I inductively probed answers for additional 

meanings, insights and causal chains.117 I was also conscious of balancing the iterative 

analysis process. There are dynamics of understanding the mutual agency of the 

researcher and participants, by resisting categorizing people as only either cultural dupes 

 
114 Guest, Namey, and Mitchell, “How Many,” 117. 
115 H.R. Bernard, Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 2000), 190. 
116 Guest, Namey, and Mitchell, “How Many,” 117. 
117 Guest, Namey, Mitchell, Collecting, 114. The interview guide can be found in appendix C.	
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or revolutionary characters.118 Acknowledging the potential problems of feminist 

ethnography, I considered Patti Lather’s assertion that uncritically privileging the 

authority of the ethnographic voice at the expense of analysis risks romanticizing the 

subject-voice. It potentially reinscribes the “unproblematic real” in opposition to 

epistemological indeterminism.119 It was important to include this consideration during 

the data analysis process when focusing so heavily on participant accounts.  

 Data reduction for this project included coding interview transcripts for the 

development of emergent conceptual and pattern-based categories.120 I used thematic 

categories to provide content for description, comparison, and explanation. These themes 

came inductively from the data itself, but also from my own theoretical understanding of 

the study.121 The purpose of an a priori conceptual framework that precedes qualitative 

data collection is so that the two can function in dialogue with each other. That is, the 

theoretical foundations of this project in phenomenological accounts of embodiment and 

understandings of pain and power informed my analysis of the qualitative data.  

 Using NVivo 12, I completed two rounds of coding full transcripts and developed 

the thematic nodes: feelings, body, consent, and space. These themes were largely 

informed by the interview questions themselves and allowed me to group together 

references in order to develop sub-nodes and more detailed codes out of the emergent 

 
118 Tine Davids and Karin Willemse, “Embodied Engagements: Feminist Ethnography at the Crossing of 
Knowledge Production and Representation – An Introduction,” Women’s Studies International Forum 43 
(2014): 2.  
119 Patti Lather, “Postbook: Working the Ruins of Feminist Ethnography,” Signs 27, no. 1 (2001): 206. 
120 Kathleen M. DeWalt and Billie R. DeWalt, Participant Observation: A Guide for Fieldworkers, 2nd ed. 
(Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2011), 183, Kindle.  
121 H.R. Bernard and Gery W. Ryan, “Techniques to Identify Themes,” Field Methods 15, no. 1 (2003): 88.	
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patterns. As recommended by H.R. Bernard and Gery W. Ryan, each code included a brief 

conceptual definition because they acted as labels for multiple pieces of text that have 

something in common.122 From this process, I identified sub-nodes for affect as energy 

(vibes and energetic relationships between participants), positive/luck (good experiences 

with kink), and power (the impact of assumed or manipulated bodily power that is 

impacted by or impacts gender, race, and kink identification). The body thematic code 

included emergent sub-nodes of BodyMind connection (how participants saw the 

interaction of body and mind), learning (embodied knowledge gained from or applied to 

BDSM), sensation/pain (bodily experiences of pain in play), and strength (physical 

strength required for or gained from BDSM). The consent node included sub-nodes of 

violations (experiences of non-consent), importance (emphasis on consent as a 

cornerstone of BDSM), and partners (how the relationship between participants and co-

players impacts negotiation of consent). Lastly, the node space encompassed aesthetics 

(atmosphere of play space) and kink space (the ways spirituality and ritual impacts play). 

I used a hierarchy chart of the analyzed data that is an embedded function in NVivo to 

identify predominant themes by comparing the density of coded references. 

Limitations and Conclusion 

 I purposefully opted not to centre traditional participant-observation research 

because I think that researcher access to those spaces, especially when fraught with 

 
122 H.R. Bernard and Gery W. Ryan, Analyzing Qualitative Data: Systematic Approaches (Los Angeles: Sage 
Publications, 2009).  
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power imbalances and questions of semi-public privacy for play,123 is not an entirely 

adequate measure of consent. As briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, there are also 

issues with assuming that public play spaces are the total of the community. Accessibility 

of play parties varies on the basis of class, race, gender, and ability. Some play spaces are 

quite literally inaccessible because of physical barriers like the inclusion of stairs. So, in 

general BDSM research is limited to participants that identify as community members 

and community is most often defined by participation in (semi)public events. 

Unfortunately, to some extent, my research also does this because my participant sample 

was recruited mostly though my own community access. I made efforts to recruit BIPOC 

participants specifically, but ultimately, there is a significant underrepresentation of non-

white BDSM practitioners. Although some white participants offered opinions on the 

racial dynamics of power in BDSM, this was filtered specifically through experiences of 

racial privilege. Although I have included critical race analysis in this project, it is limited 

by my research design that led to an under-recruitment of BIPOC participants. Because I 

did not offer compensation for the project, my sample was further limited to practitioners 

who had the time and ability to volunteer for participation. I regret the resulting gaps in 

participation.  

 Relying solely on participant accounts also created limitations of self-report, where 

it is possible that participant responses opted to reflect the social desirability from a 

 
123 I do not extensively discuss the private and public distinction of play spaces but have identified them as 
semi-public because there are some general exclusions of entry and access to many of these spaces by 
outsiders. Additionally, there is an assumption of a maintenance of privacy of attendees because not all 
BDSM practitioners self-identify as such outside of these spaces. Sometimes the language of being ‘out’ is 
utilized to mimic the fraught colloquialism used to identify the public knowledge of non-normative sexual 
orientations, as in the case of homosexuality.   
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community who have been stigmatized by the pathologization of BDSM. In one case, a 

participant asked me to remove parts of our interview from the transcription because 

they contained accounts of previous abuse and connected desires that she identified as 

unfavourable to a portrayal of BDSM in research. Although this was the only case where a 

participant specifically asked for the removal of some content because of perceived 

stigma, it is possible that other participants accounted for experiences with this in mind 

or community members self-selected out of the research entirely.  

 Ultimately, the limitations created by the methods used in this project were 

outweighed by the benefits of a commitment to feminist ethnography that allowed for the 

centring of participant voices. This focus produced rich phenomenological accounts of 

embodiment and experiences that produced the analytic approach to BDSM and 

relationality that is presented in the next four chapters.  
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Chapter 3: Bodies and Gendered Embodiment 
 

 Bodies exist in numerous ways through their physicality, sociality, and the 

relations that create and constitute multiple meanings and existences. In imagining some 

BDSM practices as something other-than-sex, I assert the centrality of embodiment of 

practitioners. BDSM provides unique circumstances that allow practitioners to expand 

relations and radically alter their embodied being-in-the-world. As Steven Seidman, 

Nancy Fisher, and Chet Weeks pointed out in their Handbook of New Sexuality Studies, 

“There would be no sexuality without bodies. However, it is social forces which determine 

which organs and orifices become ‘sexual,’ how such organs and orifices may be used or 

expressed, their social and moral meaning, which desires and acts become the basis of 

identities, and what social norms regulate behavior and intimacies.”124 Sexuality, as a 

construction itself, creates and regulates social experiences and identities, and the ways in 

which bodies physically express both.125 Bodies help create the boundaries of individual 

subjectivity and by extension form the basis of relationality between subjects. Bodies are 

signified through the social in the ways they experience and exercise power, but are 

material, fleshy entities that merge constructed significance with embodied existence. 

Because the meanings of both bodies and sexuality are socially constructed, this chapter’s 

engagement with embodiment is central to forwarding my argument—on the basis of 

 
124 Steven Seidman, Nancy Fisher and Chet Weeks, eds., Handbook of the New Sexuality Studies (New York: 
Routledge, 2006), xiii. 
125 This is an argument forwarded by many scholars of sexuality studies, including Michel Foucault, The 
History of Sexuality, Volume One: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (London: Penguin, 1990); John H. 
Gagnon and William Simon, Sexual Conduct: The Social Sources of Human Sexuality (Chicago: Aldine, 
2005); Gayle Rubin, Deviations: A Gayle Rubin Reader (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011). 
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participant accounts—that BDSM offers novel other-than-sex possibilities of pleasurable 

bodily experiences. In understanding some BDSM practices as other-than-sex, I address 

embodiment as the central mode of experiencing the world, and by extension, the site of 

pleasure and its possibilities. In the next chapter, I discuss pain in its role of strong 

sensation in constituting experiences of embodiment and the instability of bodies.  

 This chapter first lays the groundwork for the framing of my central argument that 

some BDSM practices are other-than-sex. In this argument, I articulate how BDSM 

practices are able to create alternative relationalities between the bodies of practitioners 

and impact the gendered experience of being-in-the-world. I explain the feminist critical 

phenomenological framework of body studies that underpins this project. For this, I draw 

on Maurice Merleau-Ponty and interrogate his works with consideration for the 

gendered—and not anonymous—body with physical and social dimensions. This theory 

is put into conversation with participant understandings of their own bodies and the role 

of the body more generally in BDSM. It informs the discussion of embodied learning and 

bodily knowledge that comes from BDSM play.  

What’s Sex Got to Do With it? 
 
 As others have argued, BDSM has the definite potential to expand understandings 

of sex beyond the normative focus on genitals and reproduction.126 Foucault’s conclusion 

 
126 Darren Langdridge and Meg Barker, eds., Safe, Sane, and Consensual: Contemporary Perspectives on 
Sadomasochism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Staci Newmahr, Playing on the Edge: 
Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012); Samois, ed., Coming to 
Power: Writings and Graphics on Lesbian S/M, 3rd ed. (Boston: Alyson Publications, 1987). 



 56 

of the first volume of History of Sexuality proposed that there may be a reorganization of 

bodies and pleasures to produce a different economy of both.  

[W]e need to consider the possibility that one day, perhaps, in a different economy 
of bodies and pleasures, people will no longer quite understand how the ruses of 
sexuality, and the power that sustains its organization, were able to subject us to 
that austere monarchy of sex, so that we became dedicated to the endless task of 
forcing its secret, of exacting the truest of confessions from a shadow.127 
 

Foucault’s concern with anti-essentialism led to his rejection of conceptualizing pleasure 

as something that is in need of liberation from repression. That is, rather than assuming 

an existence of an essential or ‘natural’ sexuality, sexuality is discursively constructed and 

therefore cannot be ‘rescued’ from forces of repression. Pleasure is instead created 

through the different use of bodies that is not necessarily sexual and is definitely not 

genitally-focused sex.128 Foucault’s own experiences with BDSM in the 1970s are thought 

to have influenced his perspective on the practices (even though he only wrote 

intermittently about BDSM directly).129 He referred to BDSM as “the real creation of new 

possibilities of pleasure” that prioritizes the creative and novel use of the body.130 Many 

later arguments for the transgressive potential of BDSM are constructed as a response to 

ongoing stigmatization of the practices and do not significantly engage with the 

dissolution of the binary of sexual and non-sexual pleasure.131 Highlighted through the 

 
127 Foucault, History of Sexuality, 159.  
128 Michel Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth: The Essential Works, Vol.1, ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. 
Robert Hurley. (Harmondsworth, Mx: Penguin, 1997), 165. 
129 Bob Plant, “Playing Games/Playing Us: Foucault on Sadomasochism,” Philosophy & Social Criticism 33, 
no. 5 (2007): 531–61. 
130 Foucault, Ethics, 165. 
131 See Andrea Beckmann, The Social Construction of Sexuality and Perversion: Deconstructing 
Sadomasochism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Emma L. Turley, “‘Like Nothing I’ve Ever Felt 
Before’: Understanding Consensual BDSM as Embodied Experience,” Psychology & Sexuality 7, no. 2 (2016): 
149–62. The concept of stigma was first popularized by Erving Goffman in his work Stigma: Notes on the 
Management of Spoiled Identity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1963). Bruce G. Link and Jo C. Phelan 
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historiography presented in the introduction, the pathologization of sadism and 

masochism as medico-psychiatric conditions that are inherently sexual has had a lasting 

impact on the normative moral perception of kink practices. Stigma was furthered for 

women in particular when BDSM became a ground for arguments over ethics and—

particularly, lesbian—appropriate sexual practices. What has not been thoroughly 

considered is that some BDSM practices are other-than-sex.132 My project moves beyond 

the arguments that attempt to normalize ‘alternative’ sex and instead considers BDSM as 

other-than-sex and something that carries unique possibilities for embodiment and 

pleasure. Sex—even the non-normative kinds—suggests a specific type of regulated 

relationality between bodies. By relegating BDSM practices as only kinky sex, they are 

easier to dismiss through moralizing arguments that inadvertently (or intentionally) deny 

pleasure. There is potential for bodies intimately relating to each other in manners other-

than-sex that are both sensation-based and personal in BDSM. That is, through intimacy 

and vulnerabilities these practices are ripe with queer possibilities for alternative modes 

of embodied relationality beyond what is traditionally conceived as sex. Participant 

Katherine’s account below summarizes some of the sentiment and radical queer potential 

for relationality that comes from BDSM practices. 

The manipulation of each other’s bodies is just the emotion you see in the angles of 
the limbs. One inch can make strain where there wasn’t strain. There’s something 

 
provided a useful definition of stigma: “the co-occurrence of its components—labeling, stereotyping, 
separation, status loss, and discrimination—and further indicate that for stigmatization to occur, power 
must be exercised.” In “Conceptualizing Stigma,” Annual Review of Sociology 27 (2001): 363. 
132 I am aware of only one study that considers this possibility and it is limited to individuals who identify as 
asexual (“ace”). See Lorca Jolene Sloan, “Ace of (BDSM) Clubs: Building Asexual Relationships Through 
BDSM Practice,” Sexualities 18, no. 5/6 (2015): 548–63. Brandy L. Simula also touches on this when she 
differentiates between sex and sexual in “A ‘Different Economy of Bodies and Pleasures’? Differentiating 
and Evaluating Sex and Sexual BDSM Experiences,” Journal of Homosexuality 66, no. 2 (2019): 209–37. 
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really powerful there that our wider society could learn from. I felt a lot of my own 
barriers breaking when I first started doing that kind of stuff. Realizing that I can 
express my care for someone, and I can deepen my care for someone without having 
to have sex with them or want to have sex with them.133 

 
Katherine is a 30-year-old PhD student who had been practicing BDSM for four years 

primarily in Ottawa. Like most, prior to first playing, she had thought BDSM was solely a 

set of sexual practices because of the ways the vanilla mainstream presents kink and 

sexual fetish.134 However, this preconception was challenged when she was introduced to 

bondage practices in a way that was not sexual when attending an academic book launch 

party. When she spoke to the BDSM practitioners who were performing at the event, she 

found out that they were friends who were not romantically or sexually involved with 

each other. The possibilities for engaging in BDSM practices with friends, outside of the 

framework of a sexual relationship or monogamy, was an exciting prospect for her. It 

allowed her to explore pleasure and intimacy in platonic relationships and consider her 

bodily limits in ways that were previously unavailable to her.    

 In discussing the normativity demanded by dominant sexual scripts, Milena 

Popova said, “The ways our validity as human beings with full lives and meaningful 

relationships are tied to our sexuality allow for both desexualization and 

hypersexualization to be wielded as tools of power.”135 When the intentional and 

consensual manipulation of power is engaged with in other-than-sex BDSM practices, 

 
133 Katherine is most frequently a bottom but will tie others in rope play. She doesn’t like the terms 
submissive or switch, even though she acknowledged that she does both. She is white, cisgender, and 
demisexual. Interview (October 30, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
134 Vanilla refers to the opposite of BDSM and is used to describe mainstream or non-kinky relationships, 
events, or sex. It is often used pejoratively by BDSM practitioners to describe boring, unfulfilling, and/or 
highly normative practices.  
135 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 94. 
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there is a greater potential to draw attention to systemic power discrepancies.136 In many 

ways, folding all BDSM practices into a framework of kinky sex does little to challenge 

normative constructions of sex because it still prioritizes a certain type of productive 

pleasure for particular, privileged bodies, even if it moves beyond the script of penetrative 

penis-in-vagina heterosexual sex. I instead propose an expansion of understanding 

intimacy and vulnerable bodily access outside of sex in a reimagining of relationality. I am 

not trying to take the ‘sex’ out of queer theory or normatively limit what definitively 

constitutes sex. Instead, I explore relationality and embodiment to inform my 

interactions with participant accounts. That is, participant experiences are examined 

alongside theoretical frameworks to produce mediations on bodies in kink.  

Phenomenological Bodyminds  
 
 At face value, not all BDSM practices are aimed at giving and receiving bodily 

sensation. Some practitioners would initially assert that verbal humiliation play, 

mindfucking, and energy play, for examples, do not involve the body in obvious ways 

because of their mental focus.137 Typically, these mind/body distinctions faded upon more 

discussion with participants about the physical manifestations of mental-based play and 

the ways bodies are strategically used and affected in all play practices. All practices 

involve bodies in some way because the body is the primary mode by which we—as in all 

 
136 This will be explored more fully in a later chapter. 
137 Humiliation play and mindfucking are play practices based in consensual psychological manipulation. 
Verbal humiliation play centre on the embarrassment, indignity or degradation of a player and may include 
mockery, insults, scolding, or other strategies that are usually specific to the players. Mindfucking typically 
occurs in a dominance/submission scene and is meant to temporarily confuse or destabilize the 
submissive’s mind to elicit a specific endorphin-laden reaction. Energy play describes BDSM practices 
focused on the exchange of non-physical energy between practitioners or the movement of energy in one 
practitioner.  
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humans—experience the world, and bodies are inextricably connected to minds.138 When 

asked directly about the role of the body in BDSM, participants often spoke about the 

connection of different bodily systems that were primary in processing and experiencing 

all kink practices. For example, participant Sarah Pie, explained how she saw the body as 

central to BDSM. 

At the end of the day, the body and its systems are central to BDSM in that it is 
physical, physiological, and psychological experiences that are really what’s going on 
in BDSM. In many cases, it’s just more intense versions of those things. . . . The idea 
of the body as being something, not just that things happen to or does things, but 
that sits within a greater set of [energetic] systems. . . . [The body] is something that 
experiences, perceives, moves not just physical sensations and emotions, but also the 
energy in the greater world.139 

 
Sarah Pie is a 43-year-old self-described witch who pays a considerable amount of 

attention to the energies involved in play in her twenty-five years of practicing BDSM. 

Sarah Pie, along with many of the participants, considered the body’s central role in 

BDSM as inextricable from the mind and the relational energies between practitioners. 

She articulated a unification of the object body that is exterior and the subject body that 

is a mediation of experiences and is the source of the energies she referred to when 

describing relationality. Sarah Pie would also have described this conception as a 

rejection the discrete separation of mind and body. 

 I find Christina Crosby’s work helpful here in theoretically articulating a coherence 

of body and mind that challenges dualistic perceptions of their separation. As Crosby 

argued, there is a “reality that everybody has/is a body” emergent out of the perception of 

 
138 For this work, the perspective on embodiment is intentionally anthropocentric. 
139 Sarah Pie is white, genderfluid, and is now primarily a top and Dominant but will still switch. Interview 
(October 1, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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self that is differentiated from other.140 Further, relationality disallows the complete 

containment of selfhood. Instead circuits of affectivity “organize a sense of embodied 

self”141 and the body acts as a psychic limb to touch the world. I use Crosby’s concept of 

“bodymind” to note the connection and centrality of the existence and conception of the 

self as it was explained by participants. In Crosby’s memoir, she described the bodymind 

as “the whole person, body and mind—bodymind—together.”142 She went on to state that 

there are no adequate words to represent the relation of mind to body, making her own 

account and my subsequent use of the bodymind as imperfect, but the most apt 

description of the complicated relationship between body and mind. Crosby asked, “How 

am I to represent this complex embodied fugue? My skin is an organ of sense that runs 

imperceptibly from inside my body to the outside, or from outside to inside, which 

defeats the idea that I’m living in my body.”143 The relationship between body and mind 

was articulated by participants as complex in ways that did not disregard the physical 

body but implicated its importance in the inextricable relationship with the mind. Even 

when participants spoke about the different ways their minds and bodies were affected by 

practices, there was typically a general cohesion between the two that seemed uniquely 

fostered by kink practices. With a doctorate in biology, participant Alyssa had particularly 

strong views against Cartesian dualism.  

 Mind-body duality is a lie. It’s an old story that people have told each other to 
 explain certain differences and how different parts of the body experience things. The 
 nervous system is everywhere, and brains don’t make a whole lot of sense without 

 
140 Christina Crosby, A Body, Undone: Living on After Great Pain (New York: NYU Press, 2016), 18.  
141 Crosby, A Body, 19.  
142 Crosby, A Body, 5. 
143 Crosby, A Body, 198.  
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 bodies. The level of disconnect between the two that a lot of us experience is quite 
 honestly pathological. I mean that very literally. Getting past that was a key part of 
 dealing with myself as a trans person. The body is the whole experience.144 
 
Alyssa’s experience as a Latina trans woman, as well as someone who has dealt with life-

long physical ailments, helped shape her opinions about embodiment and how the 

bodymind is affected by BDSM practices. Alyssa’s sentiments were echoed by other 

participants as well who saw kink as a way of cultivating a more coherent sense of self 

through bodymind connection that is enhanced with play. For example, participant Leah 

spoke about disassociation from her body in day-to-day life that lead to disembodiment. 

Although Leah recognized BDSM as a component of her sexual practices, she saw a 

certain value to the practices that separated them from other pleasure-oriented sexual 

activities. Her five years practicing kink taught her that impact play helps her recognize 

the bodymind connection she sometimes loses in everyday life.  

I know that a good spanking gets me into my body. That impact, skin play, rough 
body play, role-playing turns me on and brings me back to my body so I’m 
conscious.145 
 

Many participant accounts were remarkably similar to Crosby’s description: “Body and 

mind are simultaneously one and the same and clearly distinct. Thinking my body, I am 

thinking in my body, as my body, through my body, of my body, about my body, and I’m 

oriented around my body. I’m beside myself. ”146 This is theoretically important because it 

challenges the long Western intellectual history of depreciating the body but maintains 

 
144 Alyssa is a 30-year-old science writer. She identifies as a service top specializing in sensual massage. 
Interview (November 16, 2018) and transcription completed by author. 
145 Leah is 39 years old and works in communications at a non-profit. She is cisgender, Jewish, bisexual and 
in a polyamorous marriage with her wife who is primarily asexual. Interview (October 7, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
146 Crosby, A Body, 198. 
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the importance of social context that affects and is affected by the material body.147 It is 

also important because it aids considerations of pleasure and relationality when 

considering participant bodymind experiences of play.  

Material Bodies and Fleshy Vulnerabilities 
 
 The social and cultural implications of the body are important in the articulation 

of embodiment, and by extension, the pleasure that is located in some BDSM practices as 

other-than-sex. The material or object body is the physical form that creates the 

boundaries to separate an individual subject from the world and other bodies and 

subjects they encounter. While the body is physical, the ‘flesh suit’ is only one body or 

bodily component.148 I use the term ‘flesh suit’ to describe the physical body and to 

complicate a clearly defined individual body/subject. In this assertion, I am not 

succumbing to the pitfalls of essentialism, where the biological body purportedly bounds 

the characteristics of gender, sex, race, and ability. The flesh suit is socially constructed 

and interpolated but is simultaneously real and immutable.149 Flesh implicates the 

carnality and object of desire, while being inextricable from the subject body. In The 

Visible and the Invisible Merleau-Ponty took up the concept of flesh as a unity of object 

 
147 This is not uncommon in Body Studies scholarship, as many scholars locate their work in an attempt to 
dismantle Cartesian dualism of mind-body separation. 
148 This is in part inspired by Caroline Bynum’s discussion of the “flesh dress” that is taken on and off at the 
convenience of theory. That is, the physical body was theorized out of existence in an anti-essentialist turn. 
See Caroline Bynum, “Why All the Fuss About the Body? A Medievalist’s Perspective,” Critical Inquiry 22, 
no. 1 (1995): 2.  
149 Lynda Hart describes the “body” as the anchor in reality, while “flesh” is a phantasmatic object of desire 
in excess of reality. See Lynda Hart, Between the Body and the Flesh: Performing Sadomasochism (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998), 10. I merge these two together with “flesh suit”.  
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and subject in primordial reality that makes it a “pregnancy of possibles.”150 That is, all 

flesh contains the alterity of other flesh and subjects because of its single origin. Merleau-

Ponty’s conception was a pre-ontological notion of embodiment that universalized flesh: 

“my body is made of the same flesh of the world (it is a perceived), and moreover that this 

flesh of my body is shared by the world, the world reflects it, encroaches upon it and it 

encroaches upon the world. . . , they are in a relation of transgression or of overlapping.”151 

In this way, Merleau-Ponty imagined flesh to be an “incarnate element” that made up 

subject bodies and the body of the world as a culmination of materiality and subjectivity, 

and the relations between them.152 I do not take this to be chiasmatic in the literal sense 

of each individual having the capacity to be the other in physical form or perspective or in 

the maternal sense that Merleau-Ponty describes.153 Instead I take up a phenomenological 

understanding of flesh as accounting for the raw, libidinal, and relational crossing 

between the self-contained body (as internal subject) and the world and other bodies (as 

external objects).154 BDSM practices organize flesh in a way that encourages a bodily 

relationality between practitioners that is unique and partially leads to my 

characterization of some BDSM practices as other-than-sex.  

 
150 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1968), 250.  
151 Merleau-Ponty, Visible, 248–9. 
152 Merleau-Ponty, Visible, 139.		
153 Merleau-Ponty, Visible, 136. For further criticism of Merleau-Ponty’s use of ‘mother’ in description of 
flesh, see Luce Irigaray, “The Invisible of the Flesh: A Reading of Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the 
Invisible, ‘The Intertwining – The Chiasm’,” in An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and 
Gillian C. Gill (London: Continuum, 2004), 151–84; and Judith Butler, “Sexual Difference as a Question of 
Ethics: Alterities of the Flesh in Irigaray and Merleau-Ponty,” in Feminist Interpretations of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, ed. Dorothea Olkowski and Gail Weiss (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2006), 
107–26. 
154 This is partially inspired by James Morley, “Inspiration and Expiration: Yoga Practice Through Merleau-
Ponty’s Phenomenology of the Body,” Philosophy East & West 51, no. 1 (2001): 75.  
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 By acknowledging the fleshy bodies that persons live with, I expand the notion of 

the physical flesh suit to the expansive body of being-in-the-world. My concept of the 

flesh suit fits with Lisa Blackman’s assertion of the instability of bodies as entities. Instead 

of stable or fixed, bodies “are processes which extend into and are immersed in worlds. 

That is, rather than talk of bodies, we might instead talk of brain-body-world 

entanglement.”155 The body is an assemblage, composed of multiple systems and 

components, unified to continue the existence of self and subjectivity.156 As a component, 

flesh has both surface and depth, making the body open, incomplete, transgressive, at 

risk of wound, and in contrast to the classical closed body of perfection. Flesh is a 

“violating, horrifying, joyous encounter with the sacred” in its pain and possibilities for 

death.157 The fleshiness of bodies is what makes them in a constant process of becoming; 

an indeterminacy ripe with potentiality. These potentialities are explored through BDSM 

practices precisely because they are sometimes other-than-sex. 

 The excess, openings, and protrusions of the body condition its being-in-the-

world. BDSM play requires access to another’s body to transgress bodily boundaries in a 

manner that particularly highlights the vulnerable qualities of bodies. Additionally, 

characterizing bodies as vulnerable and at risk of wounding challenges the bound 

material object body to emphasize the vulnerabilities unique to BDSM. In articulating 

 
155 Lisa Blackman, Immaterial Bodies: Affect, Embodiment, Mediation (London: Sage Publications, 2012), 1.  
156 This understanding is inspired by Hiroshima Ichikawa’s conception of the ‘meta-body’ cultivated through 
body practices that expands the body beyond limitations of enclosure by skin and individual consciousness. 
See Chikako Ozawa-De Silva, “Beyond the Body/Mind? Japanese Contemporary Thinkers on Alternative 
Sociologies of the Body,” Body & Society 8, no. 2 (2002): 29. 
157 Alyda Faber, “Saint Orlan: Ritual as Violent Spectacle and Cultural Criticism,” The Drama Review 46 
(2002): 87.	



 66 

how she saw her position as a service top (even though she is often confused with a 

bottom by other practitioners),158 Alyssa summarized the power dynamics as access and 

vulnerability.  

 It’s a very vulnerable position for the other person. They’re giving me access to as 
much of their body as I care to take. 

 
Alyssa identified the vulnerabilities in BDSM play as access to an other’s body. Like 

Alyssa, most participants did not use the term boundary violation when referring to these 

vulnerabilities, likely because of its connotation of non-consensual play. When I discuss 

boundaries in this manner, I am not implying that the subject (or object) body is closed. 

Instead, the openness and vulnerabilities of the body as a boundary project make it in a 

persistent state of becoming, where it experiences momentary intensities and relationally 

reaches out for other bodies. 

 The connection of fleshy and vulnerable bodies does not eradicate the social 

meanings attributed to bodies in their presentation of gender and race. Amber Jamilla 

Musser partially took up flesh in her discussion of Brown jouissance, where she argued 

that flesh facilitates the mechanisms by which an individual—particularly a racialized 

one—is constituted by and through the social. The power attributed to certain bodies 

over others is an important component of the discussion of possibilities and is something 

that I take up more thoroughly in Chapter Six. In this constitution of the flesh, there is an 

objectification but also a moment of a formed and coherent self.159 Flesh thereby 

 
158 Service-orientation is the focus on providing services for other practitioners. It is frequently associated 
with submissive practices in a D/s dynamic because of the power differential. However, practitioners like 
Alyssa characterize their topping practices as oriented towards pleasure for the bottom. 
159 Amber Jamilla Musser, “Carrie Mae Weems and the Question of Brown Jouissance,” (presentation, 
Summer Institute of Sexuality Studies, York University, Toronto, ON, June 7, 2017).   
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“oscillates between being a symptom of abjection and objectification and a territory ripe 

for reclamation.”160 In part, I ask how might fleshiness help us imagine alternative 

epistemologies of existence and relationality? BDSM practices contain the potential for 

other-than-sex pleasure and relational intimacy and vulnerability.  

Gendered Bodies and Embodied Knowledge 

 Material bodies bind us, but the subject or lived body is the cohesion of bodymind 

and the experience of being-in-the-world.161 The boundaries of the body are not fixed but 

there is an object body that gives the subject an exterior sense that they have a body. This 

body is the one that is perceived by others and creates a notion of a self-contained entity, 

seemingly enclosed by the materiality of skin. Flesh mediates the relationality between 

self and other, and simultaneously connects all bodies. However, the bodies assumed by 

this project are not impersonal or anonymous. These bodies do not neglect sexual 

difference or the social power that comes from the performance and embodiment of 

gender, race, and ability. Performance, social construction and interpolation parallel to 

real and immutable fleshy carnality are inextricable from the subject body. Unlike 

Merleau-Ponty, I do not assume the body discussed is universal or male.162 Instead, I turn 

to the particularization of bodies and their social meanings developed by feminist 

 
160 Amber Jamilla Musser, Sensational Flesh: Race, Power, and Masochism (New York: NYU Press, 2014), 20.   
161 This does not discount the newer work in body studies that addresses the leakiness or porousness of 
bodies.  
162 For more thorough critiques of Merleau-Ponty, see, Shannon Sullivan, Living Across and Through Skins: 
Transactional Bodies, Pragmatism, and Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001); Elizabeth 
Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994). He has 
also been criticized for heterosexism; see Judith Butler, “Sexual Ideology and Phenomenological 
Description: A Feminist Critique of Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception,” in The Thinking Muse: 
Feminism and Modern French Philosophy, ed. Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young (Bloomington: Indiana 
UP, 1981); and assuming a masculine subject position as universal; see, Luce Irigaray, Two Be Two, trans. 
Monique Rhodes and Marco F. Cocito-Monoc (New York: Routledge, 2001).  
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scholars who contributed to the sociological turn to paying more academic attention to 

embodiment.163 This in turn led to the rejection of a pre-subjective universal body. Iris 

Marion Young took up Merleau-Ponty to argue that femininity is a habit that inhibits 

intentionality and restricts spatiality, so women’s bodily comportment is embodied in a 

way that makes “throwing like a girl” a seemingly natural and biological difference from 

masculinity.164 Rooted in immanence, inhibition and distance from its own possibilities, 

the “feminine body is lived as a thing that is other than it, a thing like other things in the 

world.”165 I take a feminist phenomenological perspective in this project that asserts that 

being-in-the-world is a fundamentally gendered experience. Unlike the male subject body 

of Merleau-Ponty’s work that is disembodied only through its own agentic disregard for 

the reality of being-in-the-world, the feminine body is doubly objectified under 

patriarchal prescriptions and threats of invasion to bodily boundaries.166 Participant 

Emma described how these forces work in her experiences as a transgender woman.  

I don’t want it to seem like this is something unique that transgender people 
experience because I think it’s something that all women share. But to be fetishized 
right out of the box, you’re not a person, you’re this object. So many people, women 
have had to endure that as it is since the dawn of time, but transgenderism is seen as 
these cross-dressers, she-males, chicks with dicks, all that stuff. It’s a fetish in and of 
itself. My existence to some people is the end all and be all of all fucking things 
they’re ever going to do in their lives.167 

 

 
163 Out of this came the conception of body studies as a field of sociology.  
164 Iris Marion Young, “Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Bodily Comportment, Motility, 
and Spatiality,” Human Studies 3 (1980): 137–56. 
165 Young, “Throwing,” 39. 
166 Young referred to rape as a very literal threat of invasion of feminine bodily space, but also, more subtle 
invasions by objectification. 
167 Emma is 41 years old and is a technical support agent. She is white, transgender, and a submissive. She 
had been a Dominant in the past prior to her transition but felt submission was more authentically her. She 
has practiced BDSM for around twenty-five years, and her practices now focus on voyeurism and intense 
pain play. Interview (September 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 



 69 

The fetishization Emma experienced because she is trans considerably affected her 

navigation of BDSM and her own experiences of embodiment. Gender is part of the 

established subjectivity that relation to the world and the relations in the world—

especially patriarchal ones—in turn characterize how gender is experienced. While some 

aspects of gender may be habitual, the normativity of these habits can also be 

confronted.168 Kink practices may create embodied learning that challenges normative 

gendered embodiment in seeing that kink practices are “dynamically embodied signifying 

acts. . . the dialogical, intersubjective means by which persons, social institutions, and 

cultural knowledge are socially constructed, historically transmitted, and revised and so 

are constitutive of culture and self.”169 Participant Liz spoke below about BDSM practices 

teaching her to listen to her own body and access its strength. 

[BDSM has] taught me a lot about what strength my body has. It’s also taught me to 
listen, which I don’t know. I’m sure not everyone goes through that. But I’m pretty 
sure I’ve been gaslit not to listen to my body growing [up]. So, BDSM definitely gave 
me this really great way of sidestepping all of that mainstream cultural crap and 
accessing my own intuition and my own voice and knowing my limits.170 
 

In the almost twenty years she had been practicing BDSM, mostly as a submissive, Liz 

learned through intense sensation play that she had physical and emotional strength that 

was previously unrealized. She identified gaslighting and silencing as elements of 

 
168 See Megan M. Burke, “Anonymous Temporality and Gender: Rereading Merleau-Ponty,” philoSOPHIA 3, 
no. 2 (2013): 138–57, for a more thorough discussion on the phenomenological understanding of gender as 
the possibility of surplus. This also relates to Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 
Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), and her assertion that bodies are always in excess of gender and its 
norms.  
169 B. Farnell, “Moving Bodies, Acting Selves,” Annual Review of Anthropology 28 (1999): 344. 
170 Liz is a 36-year-old home daycare provider. She is white, cisgender and has been practicing BDSM for 
twenty years. She mostly identifies as a submissive but will top occasionally. She is a former Ms. Leather 
Pony title holder. Interview (August 11, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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patriarchy that created a certain disembodiment for women. Through play practices, she 

was able to combat patriarchal cultural conditioning through a process of embodied 

learning.  

 Another part of the knowledge that is cultivated that is of particular interest to 

relationality in kink is the ways participants described negotiating play on the basis of 

their co-players. There is a somatic knowledge that is unique to embodiment and is able 

to mobilize alternative connections and relationality between bodies. As Blackman stated, 

the body is invested with a “different form of intelligent thinking that is felt and sensed 

rather than verbalized and articulated through language or cognition.”171 Most 

participants spoke about the enmeshing energies of potential play partners. That is, the 

bodily knowledge cultivated by kink practices alter practitioners’ embodiment and 

relationality with each other. With switches, energy often determined what role they 

decided to take on a particular scene, as described below by participant Love Monkey 

when asked what role she identified with in BDSM.  

 [I] primarily service top, Domme, occasional switch. With certain people and 
energies I tend to bottom.172 
 

Often, the energies that participants spoke of were not articulated beyond a gut feeling, 

vibe, or instinctive reaction. Most indicated that was a sort of unconscious reaction 

beyond being physically attracted to a potential play partner. Participant Mama Crass 

described similar dynamics to her choices in play as a switch.  

 
171 Blackman, Immaterial Bodies, 86. 
172 Love Money is a 42-year-old manager of public service. She is primarily a service top, Domme, and 
occasional switch. She’s white, cisgender, and bisexual but more on the Lesbian side of the spectrum. She 
was on the organizing team of Unholy Harvest and is one of the founders of the Collage group that replaced 
Harvest when it ended in 2019. Interview (October 14, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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[BDSM play is] just a lot about the exchange. I feel because yes, I’m a switch, but I 
feel like there’s sometimes the energy that determines that. If there’s a good 
connection that’s happening with the individual, and they might bring their own kind 
of energy to the table too. Then, I feel like depending on what that energy is, mine 
may shift. . . . I’ve also had the opposite thing, whereas I don’t feel a connection or 
anything and I may feel triggered by this person, similarly my energy is going to 
shift, but in a challenging way, versus an accommodating way. I feel that sometimes 
a lot with cis males. If they approach like I’m inherently a bottom, it’s like uh oh, 
you’re about to be the bottom [laughs]. . . . Then, you meet a certain individual and 
the energy is great, you’re connecting. All of a sudden, you’re like well, I think I am 
super into that. I wasn’t until I met you. You know? Now, I am. So, sometimes that 
can be an interesting self-discovery too, that other people can bring to you. Like, I 
think I know my lines, but with you specifically. . . this is an interest.173  
 

Reference to “lines” is about the consensual limits and boundaries people set to play. Not 

only do energetic forces of an encounter determine her preference for scene role and 

power dynamics, it can also affect what she finds pleasurable and the practices she 

willingly consents to in play. Mama Crass also described how her gender identity did not 

always align with people’s perceptions of her gender expression in day-to-day life because 

of her feminine appearance. Susan Stryker wrote about this directly in her gendered 

experiences of “dungeon intimacies” as a trans woman who saw BDSM as “a technology 

for the production of (trans)gendered embodiment, a mechanism for dismembering and 

disarticulating received patterns of identification, affect, sensation and appearance, and 

for reconfiguring, coordinating and remapping them in bodily space.”174 As female non-

binary, Mama Crass found a certain freedom of playing with gender in kink and it helped 

condition her choices of play partners and types of play. Her reaction to cis males 

 
173 Mama Crass is 38 years old and a graphic designer. She is white, female non-binary, and a top-leaning 
switch who has practiced BDSM for around twenty years. She is bisexual but primarily plays with women. 
Interview (July 18, 2018) and transcription completed by the author.  
174 Susan Stryker, “Dungeon Intimacies: The Poetics of Transsexual Sadomasochism,” Parallax 14, no. 1 
(2008): 43.  
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assuming a dominant role in BDSM spaces dictated what she referred to as a shift in her 

energies and reflective desires.  

I have bottomed with male identified folx, but I’m very uncomfortable doing so in 
public space. Especially if other males are around to witness it. Not that it won’t 
happen, but it’s not going to be a show or a public scene. I’m just like no, that’s not 
for me. So, again, I will interact with males in a public space, but it will definitely be 
more as a top role. I guess you put out in the world what you want to see in the world 
[laughs]. 

 
She was cautious of reinforcing stereotypical normative assumptions about gender and 

dominance and acknowledged that there was a definite impact of patriarchy on feminine 

embodiment. In general, Mama Crass identified as a top-leaning switch, but the gender of 

her co-players had a pronounced impact on her willingness and desire to bottom. Playing 

with gender was not only a kink or sexual fetish for Mama Crass, but about enacting an 

embodied gender and constructing power relations that she wanted to see in the outside 

world. In this way, play allowed her to become more connected to her body in a way that 

challenged alienated disembodiment under patriarchy.  

 For Love Monkey, her role in the BDSM community had changed over her ten 

years of experience playing because of the knowledge she gained about herself, her 

preferences, and how those translated into her being-in-the-world. Initially, she thought 

she was submissive. She sourced this idea to both her heterosexual marriage to a cis man 

and to her internalized conceptions of gender and power. That is, she thought her 

femininity dictated what role she would have in power dynamics, even when they are 

intentionally created and manipulated for BDSM. Similarly, prior to her transition, 

participant Emma’s experience with BDSM practices had been as a Dominant.  
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I felt like I had to be the Dominant because I was the male, versus being able to be 
more comfortable with more genuine sides of me. 
  

When Emma still presented as a man, she felt that the role had been dictated to her based 

on normative cultural scripts related to sexuality and through learning about herself and 

desires, she learned to find a more authentic expression of her pleasure through 

submission. Discussions of exploration and learning were common among participants, 

as most now identified differently in the community than they did when they started 

practicing BDSM. A considerable amount of this was attributed to gender by participants 

and reflects a certain disembodiment that was affected by overarching patriarchal 

systems of oppression.  

 Generally, the lived body is experienced with an absent presence because even 

though it is the mode by which the world is primarily experienced, there is a certain 

distance between subject and body. The “pathological” disconnect that Alyssa referred to 

above described the disembodied separation between body and mind that was made 

especially pronounced by being a trans woman.175 The body is not void (hence the 

presence in the absent presence), but is disconnected from lived experience in a 

disembodied manner.176 Women’s flesh, because of systemic oppression under white, cis, 

heteropatriarchy, frequently experiences a heightened disembodiment, a common theme 

identified by participants. The lack of ordinary bodily awareness means that the most 

spatiotemporal attention paid to the body comes from the sensational transgression of 

 
175 Although Alyssa is also racialized, she did not identify that as having a major impact on her embodiment. 
She thought this may be because she is fair skinned and Latina and thereby experienced different readings 
of racialization than others experience.  
176 Drew Leder, The Absent Body (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 23. 
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limits, boundaries, and vulnerabilities. Katherine described this as a sort of hyper-

awareness that came as a result of play. 

I’ve been hyper-aware of my body through play. . . part of why I love rope is that it 
helps me find the limits of my body. I’m often out of touch with my body, so it grounds 
me in the present. But it also literally traces where my skin is, through me. 

 
The potential for wound and the ambivalent distinction between violence and violation in 

BDSM are a large part of the basis of the mainstream objections about the practices.177 

Solely aversive conceptions of pain create an unwarranted resistance to BDSM that 

contributes to the continued stigmatized pathologization. In the next chapter, I discuss 

theoretical conceptions of pain, including challenging the underpinnings of Cartesian 

understandings and put this in conversation with participants’ understandings of 

embodied pain and pleasure and its significance in asserting that BDSM practices are 

other-than-sex. 

Conclusion 

 Bodies, and in particular, gendered embodiment are central to discussion of BDSM 

practices. In asserting that the practices are sometimes other-than-sex, I have deviated 

from the most common readings of BDSM as only kinky sex. In doing so, I am not 

denying the possibilities for BDSM to expand normative conceptions of genitally focused, 

(re)productive sex. Instead, I am considering an expanded potential for pleasure for 

women’s bodies. In positioning the discussion of bodies phenomenologically, I include 

feminist readings of flesh to contribute to a conception of gendered embodiment. This 

 
177 Viv Burr and Jeff Hearn, “Introducing the Erotics of Wounding: Sex, Violence and the Body,” in Sex, 
Violence and the Body: The Erotics of Wounding, ed. Viv Burr and Jeff Hearn (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2008), 2.  
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embodiment cultivated by the unique other-than-sex experiences of BDSM activities 

facilitates a manner of presence and embodied learning that can function as a disruption 

of patriarchal cultural expectations.   

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 76 

Chapter 4: Painful Sensations 
 
 After Unholy Harvest in 2017, attendees shared what they learned from the 

weekend on a social media wrap-up of the event. Some spoke about specific techniques 

they had learned in one of the weekend’s many workshops, while others spoke about 

encountering new practices they had not participated in before. One account in particular 

stood out to me as both amusing and amazingly complex. An attendee who had 

participated in a scene over the weekend where they had hundreds of seasonal fallen 

leaves medically stapled to their body commented that they learned that staples hurt a lot 

more when taken out of the skin than they do when being put in. Watching this scene 

earlier in the weekend, I empathized with their wincing and admired their statuesque 

stillness as multiple tops moved around them applying leaves and later removing staples. 

Afterwards, the bottom had an elated look on their face, having processed the endorphins 

and adrenaline-laden responses that helped them both translate their physical 

experiences and encounter their embodiment in a manner that commanded unparalleled 

presence and attention.  

 Pain is often the first thing that comes to mind with BDSM. The image of the 

leather-clad Dominant whipping a latex gimp-masked submissive in a dark dungeon is 

something that has been sensationalized in popular representations of kink. Even with 

growing acceptability, in mainstream understandings of BDSM, these activities are both 

pathological and intrinsically tied to ‘perverse’ sexual gratification. The sadist and 

masochist are thought to quite literally ‘get off’ on the giving and receiving of pain, 

aiming it solely at orgasmic sexual pleasure. In conceptualizing BDSM as other-than-sex, 
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there is additional room for reimagining sensational pain and its impact on gendered 

embodiment.  

 In order to reimagine sensational pain through kink practices, I will first more 

thoroughly discuss how pain is traditionally understood. This includes an examination of 

the medical definitions of pain, as well as how it was sociologically positioned in Elaine 

Scarry’s work on pain and torture. This feeds into an examination of the varied meanings 

of masochism for participants that challenge a sex-only conception of BDSM practices, 

and the pain involved in them. I then discuss pain in its role of strong sensation in 

constituting experiences of embodiment. This includes an examination of the feelings of 

pain as physical sensation coupled with their cultural mediation and interpretation of 

bodily event. I position the translation or reimagination of sensational pain as central to 

BDSM practices as other-than-sex. I assert that pain, as a technique of BDSM play, has 

unique characteristics for enhancing the lived experience of bodily existence. That is, 

consensual pain as strong sensation functions to alter spatiotemporal subjectivity, 

centred on the unity of a subject body in mind and materiality. I then complicate the 

reimagination of sensational pain with considerations of racialized bodies and the 

histories of non-consensual inflictions of pain. As indicated elsewhere in this work, this 

project regrettably suffers from a lack of BIPOC participants. As such, the considerations 

for complicating frameworks of the reimagination of pain on the basis of race are based 

primarily on secondary sources. This chapter concludes with a discussion of the potential 

for processing painful sensations outside of kink as a result of the embodied knowledge 

and bodily experiences gained with BDSM play. This discussion contributes to an 
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understanding of the alternative relational possibilities in BDSM practices, particularly in 

those that are other-than-sex.  

Traditional Understandings of Pain and Masochism 
 
 The sensation of pain contributes to spatiotemporal experiences of the individual 

body.178 Even mundane experiences of pain like stubbing a toe present an attentional bias 

towards that pain in a way that marks a return to the lived body.179 Participant Emma 

described the attentional bias as an embodied focus that allowed her to home in on a 

single experience. 

It’s my mind’s place to figure out how to push myself through it, what can I learn 
from this experience both physically and psychologically. I don’t do it just purely for 
sexual purposes. Although that can have something to do with it. I’m very much into 
the psychology of it. My mind is always going a bazillion miles an hour. It’s one the 
few moments in my life where it’s like you turn off all the lights in the room and leave 
one candle burning. That one pinpoint of light or whatever that one thing is that 
your focused on becomes your whole world.180 

 
Emma’s experience of pain in play challenges common conceptions of pain as aversive 

and relocates it as something potentially pleasure-oriented in a non-masochistic way. 

Although Emma recognized BDSM practices as part of her sexual practices, she also 

asserted that they are not only about sex, and described processes of unifying her body 

and mind (what I referred to as bodymind in the previous chapter vis-à-vis Christina 

 
178 Although space is not central to this analysis, it is worth mentioning in the context of considering 
experiences of pain and embodiment.  
179 Chris Eccleston and Geert Crombez, “Pain Demands Attention: A Cognitive-Affective Model of the 
Interruptive Function of Pain,” Psychological Bulletin 125, no. 3 (1999): 356–66; Stefan J. Troche, Michael E. 
Houlihan, John F. Connolly, B.D. Dick, Patrick J. McGrath, G.A. Finley, and G. Stroink, “The Effect of Pain 
on Involuntary and Voluntary Capture of Attention,” European Journal of Pain 19 (2015): 350–7.  
180 Emma is 41 years old and is a technical support agent. She is white, transgender, and a submissive. She 
had been a Dominant in the past prior to her transition but felt submission was more authentically her. She 
has practiced BDSM for around twenty-five years, and her practices now focus on voyeurism and intense 
pain play. Interview (September 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author.  
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Crosby’s work)181 in a way that translated her practices beyond sex and sexual 

gratification.   

 One of the most commonly cited sociological works on pain, Elaine Scarry’s The 

Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World provided a foundational analysis of 

physical suffering. In it she argued that pain is only aversive and is both destructive and 

disintegrative in the “unmaking” of subjectivity by dismantling the subject’s world. For 

Scarry, the attentional demands of pain meant that the subject no longer interacts with 

the world in a meaningful way. Additionally, she argued that pain “resists objectification 

in language” more than other emotional, perceptual, and somatic states.182 She identified 

this as a central feature of pain, which typically removes the ability of the subject to 

communicate their pain. The inability of the subject to effectively communicate pain 

couples with the paradigm of uncertainty under which others receive those 

communications, making pain, according to Scarry’s model, a solely isolating experience. 

This is an interior perspective of pain based on Cartesian dualism that asserts that the 

communication of pain is imperfect (or entirely impossible) and creates an inherent and 

unbridgeable distance between the experience of pain itself and the observation of it in an 

other. I agree with Scarry in some regards, particularly related to the way Sara Ahmed 

explained that medical and metaphorical language is inadequate to describe the actual 

feelings of pain. Ahmed wrote, the “language of pain operates through signs, which 

convey histories that involve injuries to bodies, at the same time as they conceal the 

 
181 Christina Crosby, A Body, Undone: Living on After Great Pain (New York: NYU Press, 2016) 
182 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), 5. 
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presence or ‘work’ of other bodies.”183 However, both Scarry and Ahmed referred entirely 

to non-consensual pain. Scarry wrote from a particular political position against torture 

in war, and Ahmed explored the power that comes from the separation (or appropriation) 

of an other’s pain, particularly her mother experiencing illness-related chronic pain. Both 

adhere to a Cartesian model of understanding that prohibits the access to an other’s body 

or pain.  

 The International Association for the Study of Pain (IASP) defines pain as “an 

unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual or potential tissue 

damage, or described in terms of such damage.”184 This definition acknowledges that 

there are unique somatic—both sensory and perceptual—characteristics of pain. It also 

asserts that there does not need to be a direct link between pain and tissue damage, 

something that was long medically thought of as integral to pain. This is reflective of the 

more comprehensive understanding of the psychological effects of pain processing and 

the affective dimensions noted by the gate control, and later, neuromatrix theories of 

pain.185 These theories expanded Cartesian understandings of pain as only tissue damage 

by acknowledging the psychological variables of pain perception. The psychological 

variables are thought to cohesively work with physiological components of the spinal 

cord that facilitates or purposively inhibits body to brain messaging. However, the 

 
183 Sara Ahmed, Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), 20–1.	
184 International Association for the Study of Pain, “IASP Terminology: Pain,” IASP, December 14, 2017, 
https://www.iasp-pain.org/Education/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=1698#Pain/.  
185 Ronald Melzack, “From the Gate to the Neuromatrix,” Pain Supplement 6 (1999): S121–S126; Ronald 
Melzack, “Gate Control Theory: On the Evolution of Pain Concepts,” Pain Forum 5, no. 1 (1996): 128–38; 
Sarah Bourne, Andre G. Machado, and Sean J. Nagel, “Basic Anatomy and Physiology of Pain Pathways,” 
Neurosurgery Clinics of North America 24, no. 4 (2014): 629–38.	
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definition continues to focus the medicalization of pain on neurophysiological aspects 

that could be both measured and quantified. Lastly, the IASP definition requires that pain 

be unpleasant, so even if a sensation resembles pain, it supposedly cannot be defined as 

such if the recipient does not have an aversive reaction to it. It is this point that Scarry 

emphasized so strongly in A Body in Pain:  

 [T]he first, the most essential aspect of pain is its sheer aversiveness. While other 
 sensations have content that may be positive, neutral, or negative, the very content 
 of pain is itself negation. If to the person in pain it does not feel averse, and if it 
 does not in turn elicit in that person aversive feelings toward it, it is not in either 
 philosophical discussions or psychological definitions of it called pain.186 
 
The medical understanding of sensational pain contributed, and continues to contribute, 

to the pathologization of BDSM practices because consent to pain is an absurd notion 

when pain is considered to be an inherently unwelcome experience. Therefore, anyone 

who chooses pain in the practice of BDSM would automatically be considered a sexual 

masochist, which is not how all practitioners understand themselves, nor does it allow for 

the expanded understanding of BDSM as other-than-sex and potential source of pleasure. 

Participant Sarah Pie explained how she processes pain as energy and rejects what she 

identifies as the “classical masochist.”  

I am not a classical masochist. I can experience pain, even in the context of play, 
without it being particularly sexually arousing or physically arousing. Or it can be 
extremely arousing, to the point of energetic orgasms and not physiological ones. My 
own experience of processing painful sensations involves feeling them and 
energetically moving them through my body.187 

 

 
186 Scarry, Body in Pain, 52. 
187 Sarah Pie is 43 years old, an engineer, identifies as a witch, and has been practicing BDSM for twenty-five 
years. She is white, genderfluid, and is now primarily a top and dominant but will still switch. Interview 
(October 1, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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The classical masochist Sarah Pie referred to is the person who experiences sensational 

pain as sexually gratifying. In some cases, participants did identify as masochistic, but 

approached masochism as something that is not always necessarily sexual, even if it is 

pleasure oriented. For example, participant Lindsey called herself a masochist and did 

link her masochism at least partially to sexual practices. However, she also spoke about 

pushing the limits and endurance of her body and the ways in which challenging her 

physical body helped her feel an embodied strength that unified her body and mind. 

I know I have a really high pain tolerance and I’m also a masochist, so it makes me 
really happy to receive pain. . . . I’m always looking for more and I like to see how far 
I can push myself. I know that I can take a lot. There’s something about wanting to 
keep going to see how far we can go this time.188 

 
Lindsey’s eight years of practicing BDSM led her to focus on the physicality of heavy 

impact play. Her comments illustrate how the pathologization of pain and an automatic 

connection to sexual pleasure are not a particularly useful nor accurate characterization 

when trying to understand the different experiences of BDSM play and how they 

contribute to embodiment. By conceptualizing BDSM as sometimes other-than-sex, there 

is more room for nuanced and complicated understandings of pleasure and relational 

practices. A particularly poignant example of this from the participants in this project is 

Kay, who is asexual and finds her bodily-oriented practices as pleasure and intimacy 

completely without sex.189 Through her twenty-seven years of practicing BDSM, she has 

 
188 Lindsey is a 34-year-old early childhood educator. She is white, cisgender, and a fat, femme, masochistic 
bottom. She is queer and polyamorous and her primary partner aside from her husband is the person she 
plays with the most because her husband does not practice BDSM. Interview (November 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
189 Asexual orientation is an identification that indicates no interest in sex or sexual feelings. Although that 
does not exclude people from having sex, it usually indicates that there is no personal pleasure involved. 
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almost always been a service-oriented masochistic bottom, yet as asexual, her masochism 

explicitly detaches pleasure from sex.  

I look for the intensity. Or, I look for the reaction in the person that’s doing the 
hurting. You know? . . . Sometimes it’s fun to be the vehicle for that. It becomes less 
about the pain then and more about surfing the reaction of the person doing the 
hurting. So, it’s kind of symbiotic, but it becomes more of a service kind of thing.190  
 

She referred to the relationality between co-players, in that play involving pain can be 

more about the top’s reaction and how that response facilitates non-sexual pleasure for 

Kay. The focus is neither the sensation of pain nor sex, but pain as a strategy in play. Her 

wife, who identified as allosexual,191 approached some of their shared practices through a 

different lens than Kay. However, their polyamorous relationship was not only for her 

wife’s sexual gratification, but also so both partners could seek relations and BDSM 

practices with others. Although Kay was the only asexual participant in this project, many 

participants spoke of pain as a technique of their BDSM practices with a wide variety of 

sensations and goals. For example, participant Scarlett spoke about the complications of 

processing sensational pain. 

I have a love hate relationship with pain. . . and there’s a difference between not 
enjoying it as part of enjoying it and not enjoying it at all.192 
 

 
190 Kay is a 47-year-old self-employed leather worker and cobbler. She is white, transgender, asexual, and a 
service-oriented masochistic bottom. She primarily plays with her wife, but they both have other play 
partners as well. Interview (June 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
191 Allosexuality describes anyone who regularly experiences sexual desire and/or attraction. Allosexuals are 
individuals who are not asexual, demisexual, or graysexual.  
192 Scarlett is a 29-year-old officer in the Canadian military. She is white, cisgender, and has been practicing 
BDSM for six years. She is submissive to particular people because of the psychological aspect of 
submission, but otherwise plays as a bottom, particularly for impact play. Interview (May 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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Scarlett went on to talk about the cultivation of intimacy with her former Dominant 

partner and how that was unlike bottoming in pick-up play, which functioned mostly as a 

personal and cathartic stress relief. She associated both types of play with pleasure and 

acknowledged that pain was a technique used in both scenarios, but for very different 

purposes. Pain is sometimes used in BDSM as cathartic stress relief or to achieve a desired 

mindbody state but is almost always translated as something that is not negative in terms 

of either immediate pleasure or a means to an end goal. Leah’s comments relayed 

something similar, in that pain is used for a particular reason in a scene. 

 Impact play is all about for me and my body, activating endorphins and getting 
 me out of my head. Pain play and endorphin play is all about stretching the idea of 
 what the body can do.193 
 
All of the participants’ comments about pain challenged traditional understandings of 

pain and sexual masochism. None saw their own practices as pathological and all had 

reimagined pain beyond its typical considerations of aversive or necessarily bad.  

Reimagining Sensational Pain 
 
 Because sensation is overwhelmingly central in understandings of pain, there is a 

fundamental lack of attention to subjectivity, resulting in a more limited approach to the 

actual experiences of pain (that is, all pain is bad and to be avoided). By relocating pain 

beyond neural impulses, sensation, and symptom, pain can be understood as both 

individual and culturally perceived. Although there is no denying that pain is strong 

sensation, there is an oversimplification in taking this as a solely defining attribute. 

 
193 Leah is 39 years old and works in communications at a non-profit. She is cisgender, Jewish, bisexual and 
in a polyamorous marriage with her wife who is primarily asexual. Interview (October 7, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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Participants consistently complicated understandings of pain in sensation and its 

assumed direct relationship to sex in BDSM. Although she now identifies as a switch, 

participant Ravensred spoke to impact and pain play from the perspective of a long-time 

Domme. 

I really do enjoy causing deep sensations and in some ways pain to see what people 
can do and how they enjoy it. For me, it’s very much taking a friend on a journey 
instead of fucking a friend, which are both wonderful, but [fucking] isn’t always the 
goal. Often, it can be just to take somebody on an experience, whether it’s filled with 
laughter and joy or filled with intensity and sublimation, versus having an orgasm at 
the end.194 

 
Ravensred spoke about how BDSM practices are not always solemn, serious, or 

particularly sex oriented. Although she does sometimes engage in BDSM as part of her 

sexual activities, her description above likens pain-based sensation play to “taking a 

friend on a journey” with pleasure and goals that are more complex than an orgasm. This 

is reinforced by the fact that many participants spoke about playing with friends without 

sexual relationships, and some spoke about playing with people whose gender did not 

align with their own sexual orientation.195 The other-than-sex pleasure orientation is in 

excess of sexual pleasure precisely because of its multiple possibilities and wider potential 

for relationality between practitioners. It radically reimagines and reorganizes bodies and 

pleasures. So, rather than asserting that sex is broader than cis-heteronormativity defines 

(which is a worthy queer endeavour but different than the one of this project), I am 

 
194 Ravensred is a 42-year-old personal organizer, festival coordinator, and retired international trade 
negotiator. She is First Nations, cisgender, and a recurrent cancer survivor. She has practiced BDSM since 
her teens and identified as a Domme for a long time but was trained as a submissive through traditional 
leather structure upon community entry. She now identifies as a switch. Interview (November 15, 2018) and 
transcript completed by the author. 
195 Although most participants identified as queer, lesbian, or bisexual, the recruitment for this research did 
not specify a sexual orientation nor did I ask specifically for participants to identify their sexual orientation. 
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instead inspired by participants to acknowledge the qualities of BDSM that are other-

than-sex.  

 All of the participants asserted that there are shared meanings between players 

that create relationality in play. Even though practitioners are not feeling the same 

sensations (as there are fundamental differences in delivery and receipt with tops and 

bottoms), there is a shared experience of the event of play. In the same way that I reject 

Cartesian notions of body and mind separation, I also propose that the construction of 

pain as event and the relational connection between bodies dismantles discrete 

understandings of pain as individual, interior, and necessarily aversive. As participant 

Jacqueline St-Urbain succinctly pointed out, notions of consensual pain are complicated 

in kink. 

I don’t even know whether pain is the right word. We lack the vocabulary to talk 
about how we experience sensation in kink.196 

 
Her comment noted the complications of the different types of sensations that are 

employed and felt in BDSM. Because the traditional notions of pain described in the 

previous section are so limited, Jacqueline St-Urbain questioned whether “pain” was even 

an appropriate word but acknowledged that limitations in language prevented a more 

robust description. These participant distinctions are both important and interesting for 

conceiving pain as strong bodily sensation in the context of kink relationality. Participant 

 
196 Jacqueline St. Urbain is a 48-year-old civil servant and former professional singer. She is one of the co-
founders of Unholy Harvest. She is white, francophone, cisgender, a fat femme, and has been practicing 
BDSM for around twenty years. She is known more as a top and Dominant, but identifies as a switch, and 
has a Ma’am she bottoms to. She is polyamorous and often plays with her intimate partners, who are queer 
women and trans men. Interview (July 22, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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Catherine also spoke to the limitations of describing pain in BDSM because of its 

complicated implications for individual bodies.  

I differentiate between pain and strong sensation because pain is always bad if you’re 
me. It is an indication that something has gone wrong and is not supposed to 
happen. Whereas, this other thing, that is intense but enjoyable, I don’t necessarily 
categorize that as pain. . . it is something that my scene partner would categorize as 
pain, but it just might be pain and something else. You know? It might be pain and 
multiple something elses.197 

 
Here, Catherine referred to her experience as a sadistic top and having involuntary pain 

affect her during a scene. Because the pain Catherine described feeling was non-

consensual, unexpected, and generally undesired, she differentiated it from the positive 

experience of pain for her co-players. The bottom as her scene partner might classify the 

sensation as pain, but Catherine identified that there is also something that helps 

translate those sensations when they are expected and consensual into pleasure. Likewise, 

below Kay differentiated between the consensual pain of heavy play and non-consensual 

pain that affects her body and how she is able to play.  

Being able to give somebody an unquestionable yes answer, it’s body reliant. When 
my body isn’t well or strong, or if I’m in physical pain due to past injuries or what 
have you, that’ll change what I’m able to do. . . . At times we carry a lot in our 
bodies—stress, physical pain, mental and emotional pain—so you don’t necessarily 
want to play and add to that. 

 
Kay also lamented the fact that she could not play as heavy or as often as she wanted to as 

she aged because of the damage play could do to her body, but also, it became less 

pleasurable when compounded by pre-existing physical pain.  

 
197 Catherine is 38-year-old art model, writer, poet, and sex worker. She is white, cisgender, sadistic, and a 
Dominant. She has the capacity to be a sexual switch but not in the BDSM context. She has practiced BDSM 
for ten or eleven years. Interview (June 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author.  
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 Participant understandings of pain help me articulate pain as a mode of being-in-

the-world that constitutes gendered embodiment and its relationality. In traditional 

conceptions of pain, the body is a passive recipient where pain is something that non-

consensually happens to the body without the subject’s control. By understanding pain as 

active and sought, there is also a greater capacity to contribute to more robust 

frameworks of consent that allow for practitioners to consent in meaningful ways 

(something that I take up in the next two chapters). I argue that as an encounter with 

processual meaning, pain is experienced on perceptive and emotional levels and is 

conditioned by internal and external forces, making pain an agentic state—rather than a 

passive one—based on lived relationships within the body and communication with 

external relationality. David B. Morris’ work in Culture of Pain is informative in thinking 

through the “encounter with meaning” and location of pain in the body with mediation 

through social, cultural and historical forces.198 This is also related to Joanna Bourke’s 

discussion of pain-as-event that considers the different historical, philosophical, medical, 

and neurobiological treatments of pain to contextualize its experience.199 I do not 

discount the physiology of sensational pain reactions but complicate these feelings with 

the impact of social and cultural constructions of pain.200 The attentional bias of pain that 

is identified in traditional understandings of sensation still have a definite impact on the 

 
198 David B. Morris, The Culture of Pain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 26.  
199 Joanne Bourke, The Story of Pain: From Prayer to Painkillers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
200 This understanding is partially informed by some of the work done on religious pain. See Ariel Glucklich, 
Sacred Pain: Hurting the Body for the Sake of the Soul (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); and Chris 
Shilling and Phillip A. Mellor, “Saved From Pain or Saved Through Pain? Modernity, Instrumentalization 
and the Religious Use of Pain as a Body Technique,” European Journal of Social Theory 13, no. 4 (2010): 521–
37. 
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bodies of participants. That is, the sensation and the attentional call of pain disrupts 

quotidian bodily absence.201 However, this intense bodily grounding is intentionally 

sought as an experience by many participants (or in the case of those on the left side of 

the slash, they seek to facilitate that experience in the bodies of others). It is not an 

inherently linked to sexual gratification, as is suggested by pathological perceptions of 

masochism.202 The conceptualization of BDSM practices as other-than-sex more closely 

aligns with participant understandings of the complicated reimagined sensations of pain 

in play.  

 It is beyond the parameters of this work to extensively discuss BDSM as 

subculture, but suffice it to note that there are different expectations and understandings 

of pain in communities that focus on consent and strong sensation, including pain, in the 

intentional management of power differentials. Pain perception occurs through the 

mediation of the immediate external physical and social environment, the immediate 

somatic environment and cognitive processes including memory, mood, expectation and 

attention. This does not position pain as completely socially constructed, but asserts that 

pain might be felt differently depending on its mediation.203 So, while the cultural and 

physical mediation of pain constitutes what and how subjects experience as pain, these 

modes are living relations of affect themselves.204  

Complicating this Reimagination 

 
201 Leder, Absent Body. 
202 I don’t discount the possibility of experiencing pain-related orgasms, but this was not commonly 
identified by participants as an experience of pain in BDSM.  
203 This is explored in the connection between disability and BDSM. See Stephanie Tellier, “Advancing the 
Discourse: Disability and BDSM,” Sexuality and Disability 35, no. 4 (2017): 485–93. 
204 Talal Asad, “Agency and Pain: An Exploration,” Culture and Religion 1, no. 1 (2000): 29–60.  
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 The nexus of consensual pain and the gendered body produces interesting 

mediations of embodiment and reclamation when considering the possibilities of both 

pleasure and agency. Racialized bodies face unique mechanisms of social and sexual 

regulation that compound gendered experiences. Vivian Killjoy, a Black submissive and 

fetish model, argued that her play is never uncoupled from the history that characterizes 

Blackness and this history produces practical considerations for her play that are different 

than considerations for white women. Killjoy questioned whether white	Dominants	

automatically	empathize	with	Black	submissives	in	a	way	that	allows	for	respect	of	safe	

words	and	hard	limits	because	of	the	assumptions	about	Black	bodies	being	able	to	endure	

more	pain.	She	poignantly	asked	what	any	of	BDSM’s	safety	precautions	“mean	when	your	

pain	is	categorized	in	a	partner’s	mind	as	not	the	same	as	theirs.”205	In	a	way,	this	

reinforces	Scarry	and	Ahmed’s	Cartesian	notions	of	pain	that	mark	the	separation	of	

embodied	experiences	of	subjects,	and	thereby	disallows	empathetic	identification	with	an	

other’s	pain.	Killjoy	noted	how	this	separation	is	magnified	by	different	experiences	of	race.		

	 Colonial	and	racist	histories	have	had	a	lasting	impact	on	embodiment	and	the	

perceptions	of	pain.	Saidiya	Hartman	argued	that	Blackness	became	entrenched	within	the	

biological	index	that	is	saturated	with	pain.	The	picture	of	suffering	presented	by	

abolitionists	called	for	empathy	based	on	lengthy	and	vivid	descriptions	of	the	suffering	of	

the	Black	slave	body.	As	such,	pain	provided	the	“common	language	of	humanity”	but	also	

“required	that	the	white	body	be	positioned	in	the	place	of	the	black	body	in	order	to	make	

 
205 Vivian Killjoy, “Vivian Killjoy: On Race & BDSM,” DoomCookie [blog], August 13 2015, 
http://doomcookiephoto.tumblr.com/post/126591810417/vivian-killjoy-on-race-bdsm. 
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that	suffering	visible	and	intelligible.”206	This	has	a	direct	relationship	to	understandings	of	

racialized	bodies	in	pain,	but	also,	the	early	roots	of	BDSM	practices.	As	Anne	McClintock	

noted,	the	transformation	of	the	industrial	economy	from	slavery	to	the	wage	market	

coincided	with	the	emergence	of	European	BDSM	subculture	at	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	

century.207	Similarly,	Karen	Halttunen	also	traced	BDSM	to	increasingly	bourgeois	attitudes	

that	characterized	the	desires	to	inflict	and	receive	pain	as	savage.	This	revulsion	was	

associated	with	the	empathy	inscribed	by	abolitionists	as	a	technique	to	encourage	the	end	

of	slavery.	This	call	to	empathy	was	linked	to	the	emergence	of	“the	pornography	of	pain,	

which	represented	pain	as	titillating	precisely	because	the	humanitarian	sensibility	

deemed	it	unacceptable,	taboo.”208	

 Generally, the potential social differences in pain and its processing are 

undertheorized, and are particularly absent in studies of BDSM. For example, in what she 

noted as a disproportionately white community for her fieldwork,209 Staci Newmahr 

described edge play and the processes of consent negotiation. She mentioned race play,210 

but went on to conflate it with incest play, rape play, extreme pain scenes, and 

“symbolically unethical transgressions, such as hitting in the face (particularly when man-

to-woman).”211 When discussing consent, riskiness, policing, and edge development,212 

 
206 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery and Self-Making in Nineteenth Century America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 18–19.  
207 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 142.  
208 Karen Halttunen, “Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture,” 
American Historical Review 100, no. 2 (1995): 304.  
209 This is a common characterization of communities in studies on BDSM.  
210 Race play involves the intentional use of racial epithets or racist scenarios in BDSM play. 
211 Staci Newmahr, Playing on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2012), 148.  
212 Newmahr, Playing, 148–65.  
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Newmahr failed to differentiate these types of play, tie them to larger structural 

inequalities, or note the ways in which certain racialized bodies at the intersection of 

gender and sexuality may need to negotiate these scenes differently. Racialization is an 

important experience of embodiment that characterizes the reimagination of sensational 

pain and the processing and perception of pain inside and outside of BDSM.  

Connecting Pain Inside and Outside BDSM  
 
 In asserting that some BDSM practices are other-than-sex, I am not suggesting 

that the practices are necessarily analogous to other body practices. Newmahr and DJ 

Williams, for example, have both argued that kink is a sort of leisure activity because of 

the skills participants need to engage in it, along with the benefits and rewards that are 

experienced beyond sexual gratification.213 Others have argued that BDSM is invested 

with ritual qualities that make the practices transformational and/or transgressive.214 

However, most of these arguments seem to be motivated by efforts to assert that BDSM 

has additional beneficial qualities beyond orgasms and kinky sex. A few participants 

compared pain inside and outside of BDSM in regard to the strength and endurance 

 
213 Staci Newmahr, Playing; DJ Williams, “Deviant Leisure: Rethinking ‘The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly,” 
Leisure Sciences 31 (2009): 207–13. 
214 Juliette Buenting, “Rehearsing Vulnerability: BDSM as Transformative Ritual,” Chicago Theological 
Seminary 93, no. 1 (2003): 39–49; Jonathon Cahana, “Dismantling Gender: Between Ancient Gnostic Ritual 
and Modern Queer BDSM,” Theology and Sexuality 18, no. 1 (2012): 60–75; Theresa J. Hornsby, “Gender Role 
Reversal and the Violated Lesbian Body: Toward a Feminist Hermeneutic of Lesbian Sadomasochism,” 
Journal of Lesbian Studies 3, no. 3 (1999): 61–72; Heather Pennington, “Kinbaku: The Liminal and the 
Liminoid in Ritual Performance,” Performance of the Real e-Journal 1, no. 1 (2017): 42–51; Alexzandria C. 
Baker, “Sacred Kink: Finding Psychological Meaning at the Intersection of BDSM and Spiritual Experience,” 
Sexual and Relationship Therapy (2016): 1–14; Charlotta Carlström, “BDSM, Interaction Rituals and Open 
Bodies,” Sexuality & Culture 22 (2018): 209–19; Brad J. Sagarin, Ellen M. Lee, and Kathryn R. Klement, 
“Sadomasochism Without Sex? Exploring the Parallels Between BDSM and Extreme Rituals,” Journal of 
Positive Sexuality 1 (2015): 32–6.	
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required by sports and athletics. Mama Crass spoke about some of these similarities but 

also noted a major difference in the way practices are socially received. 

I think of working out that way, because it’s almost the same as no pain, no gain. . . . 
But I guess it’s not externally accepted the same way in our society as it is with sports 
or working out. Oh, you did that to yourself physically, good for you! Now, look at 
you, you’re stronger, blah blah blah. We don’t get the same cred or accolades. 

 
Mama Crass’s comment points directly to the social acceptability of some pain over 

others, a factor which mediates the feeling of pain in lived bodies. While some 

participants expressed that there was an allure with the taboo of BDSM, many spoke 

about how the stigmatization of the practices led them to initially question their own 

desires as ‘healthy.’ Other participants spoke about the relationship between strength and 

bodily endurance that can translate between sports and kink. As a military officer and 

long-time competitive athlete, Scarlett’s comments were particularly pointed to the 

relationship between her play as a bottom and experiences outside of kink. 

I enjoy suffering at the gym too. I like being in the Army because I like really hard 
work. I like to feel exhausted in that way. I like to push myself and see what I’m 
capable of, what works for me, what challenges me, what I want to do again, and 
how I can grow as a person. 

 
Although Scarlett also spoke about the relationality cultivated between herself and her 

partner as a Dominant, she identified very personal benefits of BDSM in terms of 

exploring her own embodiment. She saw pain as a strategy of personal growth because of 

its bodily demands. While some comparisons can be drawn to other bodily activities, 

participants acknowledged that BDSM is particularly unique. I argue that this is due to its 

demands of bodily vulnerability, trust-based relationality and access to another’s body, 

and its focus on sensation that returns a subject to bodily awareness. It also allows for an 
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expanded notion of other-than-sex pleasure that understands pain and bodily sensation 

in a different way than is traditionally considered. 

 Some participants, like the ones described above, expressed prior experience with 

pain in other bodily activities like sports. As a result, they had a pre-existing framework to 

interpret their pain in BDSM as something possibly productive or pleasure oriented. For 

others, those experiences were less legible prior to playing in BDSM. There were 

indications among participants that although they had traditionally aversive 

understandings of pain prior to engaging in BDSM, their perspectives on the 

psychological underpinnings and the physical sensation of pain had changed through 

play. The invitation of pain reframed it as a potentially positive experience. As Amy 

Chandler indicated, pain can create “positive embodied states and reintegrating a self and 

body that might be perceived as uncomfortably separate.”215 Participant Liz spoke about 

her experience with learning a certain mastery of pain as a submissive. 

 Once I really started getting into BDSM, pain became something you could 
 manage, you could scale, you could control and master. Before, it was this scary 
 thing. . . BDSM gave me the opportunity to see pain as something different. It wasn’t 
 always this horrible, awful thing.216 
 
Although elsewhere in the interview, she hypothetically likened the risks of BDSM 

activities to high intensity sports like rock climbing, she identified the particular 

 
215 Chandler’s work is on self-injury, which is ontologically distinct from consenting to the infliction of pain 
from another body because of the degree of control and power exercised over the actions and sensations, 
but there are parallels in embodied sensation and the goals of pain from participant narratives. 
Additionally, one participant did speak about using BDSM to avoid self-harm and elicit the same 
endorphins. See Amy Chandler, “Inviting Pain? Pain, Dualism and Embodiment in Narratives of Self-
Injury,” Sociology of Health & Wellness 35, no. 5 (2013): 717. 
216 Liz is a 36-year-old home daycare provider. She is white, cisgender and has been practicing BDSM for 
twenty years. She mostly identifies as a submissive but will top occasionally. She is a former Ms. Leather 
Pony title holder. Interview (August 11, 2018) and transcription completed by the author.  



 95 

experience that kink had provided her. As someone who did not have experiences with 

athletic or other-related consensual pain prior to starting play almost twenty years ago, 

she noted that she had a traditional understanding of pain as aversive. By playing with 

pain, Liz’s perspective on it changed in a significant way.217 

 Although ontologically distinct, some participants thought that experiencing pain 

as a part of BDSM practices had affected the way they actually process pain outside of 

kink. For participants who identified as masochists, they saw a lot of overlap in processing 

pain sensations inside and outside of kink. For those who did not necessarily find painful 

sensations overtly pleasure oriented (and instead used them primarily as a body-focused 

strategy for a certain end), there was still often overlap with the experience of other forms 

of consensual pain. Below, Leah highlighted how kink practices alter the way bodies exist 

in and with the world. 

Understanding that you need to listen to your body and accept your limits, but also 
set up a level for what you want to endure can be really empowering to see your way 
through it. You take a breath and say, “I can endure this.” I think it helps me in the 
world when something is uncomfortable, when an interaction or a situation is 
uncomfortable. 
 

Leah is switchy, but bottom-leaning and avoids relationships based on “heavy” protocol-

oriented and psychologically based dominance because of her desire for body-focused 

practices. As a weightlifter, Leah spoke about the actual physical strength and “good” pain 

that can be associated with body-based practices. In the passage above, she expanded her 

discussion of physicality to a sort of embodied knowledge that merged bodymind 

 
217 She also had interesting things to say about how pain in play had changed since she had birthed children. 
This topic demands future sustained attention that is beyond the limitations of this work. 
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connections. Participant Cassandra also spoke about pain identification and management 

techniques that she had learned in kink. She related them specifically to her discussion of 

physical recovery from her gender confirmation surgery.  

So, the surgery I had back in March, the gender confirming surgery. While there was 
some pain associated with it, I found that my tolerance for that pain was actually a lot 
higher.218 

 
In the excerpt above, Cassandra talked about invited pain in the manner of processing 

strong sensation when it is consensual using similar techniques to what she had 

developed while bottoming in BDSM. She indicated that skills cultivated as a bottom 

enabled her to rationalize the pain that she felt post-surgery, and this had an actual 

impact on the physiological processing of pain (i.e., it did not physically hurt as much as 

it otherwise would have).  

 The consensual aspect of pain was the biggest factor in determining its sensation 

and desirability for participants. Identifying as a masochist, Lindsey spoke about how 

pain inside and outside of BDSM is complicated and confusing at times.  

The biggest part is that with kink, there is a warm-up and there’s more intention to 
it. It’s more about that headspace. When it’s not kink-related, my brain doesn’t have 
that there. A couple of months ago, I had just gotten a Brazilian wax and we were 
having something for dinner that had jalapeños in it. I cut the jalapeños up without 
wearing gloves and then checked how thorough the wax was but hadn’t washed my 
hands well enough. All of a sudden, my vagina was on fire and I was screaming. I 
remember running upstairs to the shower and thinking, my brain is so confused right 
now. That’s a really good example of in some circumstances, this could be really hot 
and fun. But right now, I’m just like no. So, my brain was like, what’s going on? It’s 
so confused right now. 
 

 
218 Cassandra is a 35-year-old programmer. She is white, transgender, and has practiced BDSM since she was 
first introduced to it through cross-dressing fetishism in her teens. She primarily identifies as a bottom but 
will self-top to practice skills and service top in a creative sense. Interview (November 22, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author.  
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The confusion Lindsey referred to pointed to the different translation of consensual and 

non-consensual pain. In her account, she noted how the sensation she was experiencing 

in the moment as aversive and undesirable would be something that she might seek out 

under different circumstances. The “headspace” she referred to was brought up by many 

participants as a prerequisite for finding pleasure in play, particularly play involving pain. 

Conclusion 

 BDSM often includes pain as a body technique for managing power dynamics 

between Dominant and submissive practitioners. Because pain functions to alter subject 

awareness of embodiment, it can change the alterity of flesh. When considering BDSM as 

other-than-sex, pain is more easily reimagined beyond the traditional understanding of 

pain as only aversive. There is the sensation of pain that contributes to the 

spatiotemporal grounded experience of the individual body, but also the relationality 

between the bodies of participants. In other words, bodies, “through their corporeal flows 

and libidinal intensities, are first and foremost, ‘excessive/ transgressive’ entities.”219 The 

body is the primary means of experiencing and being-in-the-world, so consenting to pain 

affects this embodiment. As a sensational experience, pain is unique in its demands for 

attention and return to the lived body, embodiment which is often absent from the 

everyday realm, particularly for women’s bodies under systemic patriarchy. Pain is 

historically and culturally influenced, bound by immediate social context, and 

linguistically mediated; but it is also simultaneously embodied in experience and feeling. 

 
219 Simon J. Williams and Gillian Bendelow, The Lived Body: Sociological Themes, Embodied Issues (New 
York: Routledge, 1998), 48.	
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The consensually wounded body is particularly vulnerable and open, and it reaches out 

for other bodies in a perpetual state of becoming. That is, consenting to pain within 

BDSM practices reconfigures the way participants encounter meaning in pain and the 

experience of embodiment as being-in-the-world. These create the unique conditions 

that helps define BDSM practices as something that can exist other-than-sex. Likewise, by 

conceptualizing kink as other-than-sex, it allows for a more robust understanding of 

pleasure and the possibilities of pain.  

 The assertion that sadomasochism is “about pain rather than power”220 is a false 

dichotomization of the two. Pain and power are often thought of as the defining features 

of sadomasochism (SM) play and erotic dominance (D/s) respectively.221 This is however 

an oversimplification of the complicated overlap of practices. Participants had different 

motivations for identifying themselves or their play in particular ways, including feminist 

political adherence in rejection of the concept of women’s submission, differentiating 

between scene-based or pick-up play from relationship-based or long(er)-term dynamics, 

or general comfort with naming practices. As I will show in Chapter Six, power is central 

to many parts of kink. While the manipulation or control of power differentials between 

participants may be a way to define BDSM play, there is also the social power of bodies 

that must be accounted for in play and community dynamics. Prior to the more thorough 

discussion of power, in Chapter Five, I explore frameworks of consent to indicate how the 

processes of relationality and bodily vulnerabilities contribute to experiences of BDSM 

 
220 Newmahr, Playing, 69. 
221 See Danielle Lindemann, Dominatrix: Gender Eroticism, and Control in the Dungeon (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2012), 18. 
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and how positioning BDSM as other-than-sex functions to create more complicated and 

robust frameworks of consent than are usually considered.  
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Chapter 5: Consent, Safety, and Risk 
 
 Consent has been highlighted by both practitioners and many academics as the 

cornerstone of BDSM and its radical potential for reimagining sex beyond genitals and 

heteronormativity. SM 101 devotes extensive space to consent established prior to the 

scene: “when two people are alone together, and one of them is naked and tied up, and 

the other is standing over them holding whips and other torture implements, this is not 

the time to have a serious mismatch of expectations.”222 This scene-based consent 

generally occurs through the mutual agreement of limits and safe words. Limits—labeled 

hard and soft respectively—dictate activities that practitioners will not engage in or will 

only reluctantly engage in and help determine what activities will actually occur in a 

scene. Safe words are used during a scene to communicate consent so that practitioners 

know to ease off of a practice or completely stop an activity if necessary. As the 

foundation of practices, it is easy to see how even minimum expectations of scene 

protocols establish a stronger foundation of consent than many other bodily activities, 

and in particular, heteronormative and vanilla sex. However, by limiting the 

conceptualization of BDSM activities to only kinky or non-normative sex, frameworks of 

consent are not expanded past sexual activities either. Consent was consistently 

highlighted by participants for its importance in translating the embodiment of pain and 

the cultivation of safe intimacy between practitioners.  

 
222 The manual is consistently pointed to by practitioners and academics as the quintessential introductory 
guide to kink. Jay Wiseman, SM 101: A Realistic Introduction, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Greenery Press, 1996), 
340, kindle. Emphasis in original.  
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 As seen from earlier examinations of BDSM, in particular radical feminist critiques, 

the notion of consent has not gone unchallenged by critics of these practices. Consent has 

been emphasized in particular by BDSM communities both for the safety of the actual 

practices, but also as a larger response to the pathologization of BDSM. Through 

emphasizing consent, practitioners reject labeling BDSM as abuse or assault, and by 

extension, advocate against mainstream stigma and discrimination that often underlies 

the perception of practices.223 If the behaviour is consensual—and that consent freely 

functions in a way that it can be withdrawn any time—then the objections to the 

practices have to be read as policing individual desires and prescribing normative 

sexuality. In light of considering the implications of BDSM practices as other-than-sex, 

this chapter examines participant understandings of consent and contextualizes them 

within larger community discussions, with overall consideration for how consent impacts 

gendered being in the world. In doing so, I complicate superficial notions of sexual 

consent to challenge its universalization and conceptualize it with regard to the bodily 

boundaries of subjectivity explored in Chapter Three with the framework of embodiment 

and Chapter Four in its discussion of pain. This also contributes to the understanding of 

alternative relationalities in other-than-sex BDSM practices.  

 In this chapter, I first briefly describe contemporary understandings of sexual 

consent. This contextualizes the next section on popular frameworks of consent that have 

 
223 For example, the SM Policy Reform Project that advocated for changes to the National Organization of 
Women’s anti-BDSM stance on lesbian sexuality that came in 1980 within the context of sex wars as a 
stance against patriarchal mimicry. See Susan Wright, “Discrimination of SM-Identified Individuals,” 
Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006):  223–4. 
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been developed and employed by BDSM communities, including early slogans and 

accompanying meanings of “safe, sane and consensual” and “risk-aware, consensual kink.” 

These frameworks are the basis for popular and academic understandings of consent in 

BDSM. Each are considered in this chapter under their primary considerations, safety and 

risk, respectively, in order to explore how project participants saw each in relation to their 

own experiences. This leads to a discussion of communication and consent, including a 

presentation of the complexities of the relationship between the two that is often 

diminished by the desire to oversimplify consent that minimizes considerations of risk 

and safety. Lastly, I discuss the notions of boundary pushing and consent violations as 

practices that are embedded in the flexibility of bodily power. I conclude the chapter by 

considering what this discussion means in the larger context of BDSM, pleasure, and 

bodily encounters in terms of both relationality and gendered embodiment. 

Conceptualizing BDSM as other-than-sex both requires and allows for more robust 

frameworks of negotiated consent. 

Don’t Make People Drink Tea and Other Simple Consent Lessons 
 
  Within the current context of expanding discussions of sexual consent,224 Milena 

Popova said, “Approaching sexual consent from the perspective of bodily autonomy 

means having respect for your own and your partners’ bodily autonomy, treating your 

partners with the care and consideration due another person, and erring on the side of 

caution when you are not sure whether they are as into what you are doing as you are.”225 

 
224 I point to this landscape of consent discussions more thoroughly later in the post-#MeToo impact on 
BDSM community considerations of consent. 
225 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 37. 
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Popova’s recent work Sexual Consent noted how discussions of consent often assume that 

there are no power differentials between negotiators.226 A good example of this is the 2015 

online video that went viral about consent and drinking tea that is now used as a 

mainstay in consent education.227 In the video, a voiceover explains the simplicity of 

consent as analogous to tea drinking in that someone is able to refuse a cup of tea, does 

not necessarily want tea because they have wanted it in the past, cannot drink tea while 

they are unconscious, and are able to change their minds without obligation to drink 

tea.228 Although any short YouTube video is obviously ill-equipped to unpack the many 

complexities of consent, both its popularity and self-identified simplification of consent 

as a concept point to a general lack of consideration for consent as something that is 

messier. There is a general reluctance to acknowledge that at times, consent lacks clear 

definitions and boundaries. To extend the tea metaphor, how does consent change when 

the tea drinker is asking to be burned by the tea? How does consent work if the tea 

drinker is the tea maker’s submissive, and the former doesn’t really like tea but is willing 

to drink it because it pleases their Dominant? Perhaps most importantly, unlike the video 

representation of genderless and raceless stick figures, the bodies that are consenting to 

participation are fleshy and have social power attached to them in an immutable way. As 

will be discussed further in the Chapter Six, power is attributed to bodies unequally based 

on varying intersectionalities of privilege and oppression. Because of this, some bodies 

 
226 Popova, Sexual Consent, 38.  
227 For example, Sexual Violence Bystander Intervention training at Queen’s University uses this video as an 
introduction to explain consent.  
228 Emmeline May and Blue Seat Studios, “Tea Consent,” YouTube, May 12, 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQbei5JGiT8.  
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enjoy more flexibility in their capacity to consensually navigate privileged and oppressive 

spaces.229 Systems of privilege and oppression can differ in BDSM spaces compared to 

mainstream spaces (and the vanilla sex that reflects them) because power is more open to 

intentional manipulation. However, as emphasized by many participants, bodily power 

largely parallels systems outside of BDSM. For example, a body that experiences racial 

privilege is more flexible in consensually negotiating gendered power dynamics.230  

 Introductions to kink and consent, including that found in SM 101, are often more 

robust than other discussions of sexual consent, but they also suffer from the same 

oversimplification that mainstream discussions of consent have turned to. The ways in 

which consent actually functions are considerably more complicated than an 

introductory kink manual can grapple with because of the manual’s inherently static 

disembodiment. But it is also more complex than many scholars have allowed for. In the 

interest of depathologizing kink practices, consent in BDSM has often been held up in an 

unproblematized manner that assumes isolation from the lived experiences of the bodies 

that are actually consenting to the practices. I examine consent with consideration of the 

conception of bodies presented in the previous chapters: bodies as open, vulnerable to 

wounding, and boundary projects of selves. Boundaries as created and manipulated 

during the process of consent—particularly in pain—change the way the self is organized 

in relation to the subjective lived body, as well as the way it interacts with the world and 

 
229 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Identity Politics, Intersectionality, and Violence Against 
Women,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241–99.  
230 Robin Bauer, “Transgressive and Transformative Gendered Sexual Practices and White Privilege: The 
Case of Dyke/Trans BDSM Communities,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3/4 (2008): 233–53. 
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relationality to other bodies. Particularly in the consent to pain, the bodily intimacy 

fostered by BDSM practices is unique in the access it requires and permits between 

bodies. In the conceptualization of BDSM as other-than-sex, discussions of consent can 

be expanded to be more robust in their allowance of intimate relationality and the 

orientation of pleasure. This is politically important because of the historical denial of 

pleasure to women and the over-regulation of their bodies and sexuality, particularly in 

relation to queerness.  

Safety, Sanity, and Consensuality  
 
 Accompanied by an increasing mainstream acceptance of some aspects of BDSM,231 

some works advocate for the expansion of frameworks of sexual consent utilized by 

BDSM communities to other vanilla sexual activities.232 Rarer is consideration for the 

broader application of BDSM consent to non-sexual activities.233 No works have 

considered frameworks of consent with an understanding of BDSM as something other-

than-sex.234 My work explores this notion of consent when extended to negotiation of 

vulnerable other-than-sex bodily access. 

 
231 The parts of BDSM that seem more acceptable to mainstream considerations are those that are more 
easily identifiable in a sexual context. That is, BDSM is often seen as morally permissible if it folded into 
sexual activities of otherwise vanilla acceptability.   
232 James Rocha, “Aggressive Hook Ups: Modeling Aggressive Casual Sex on BDSM for Moral Permissibility,” 
Res Publica 22 (2016): 173–92; Melanie Ann Beres and Joe E.C. MacDonald, “Talking About Sexual Consent: 
Heterosexual Women and BDSM,” Australian Feminist Studies 30, no. 86 (2015): 418–32. 
233 See for example, Megan L. Bloomer, “Exploring the Framework of Consent and Negotiation in the BDSM 
Community for Broader Application within Corporate Environments,” PhD Dissertation, Prescott College 
2019, Prescott, AZ. 
234 Even the discussion of asexual BDSM practitioners is centred the discussion of consent around the 
context of sexual acts. See Lorca Jean Sloan, “Ace of (BDSM) Clubs: Building Asexual Relationships Through 
BDSM Practice,” Sexualities 18, no. 5/6 (2015) 548–63. 
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 There are two overarching frameworks of consent that are frequently cited in 

literature on BDSM that are accompanied by their respective mottos “safe, sane and 

consensual” (SSC) and “risk-aware, consensual kink” (RACK).235 It is possible that these 

are used more frequently by practitioners in communities outside of Toronto and 

Ottawa,236 but I find it more likely that they are mostly outward facing concepts. That is, 

BDSM advocacy and explanations to community newcomers or outsiders may still readily 

employ one or both of these slogans (and their corresponding frameworks), particularly 

when public facing. Whereas, longer-term practitioners may emphasize the importance 

of consent, but their negotiations look different than these formalized consent models. 

None of the participants in this project used either of these phrases when I asked them 

directly about the impact of consent on their BDSM practices. Only one participant, 

Ravensred, named SSC when discussing the BDSM community and their entry into it.  

That helped a lot with the whole safe, sane, and consensual concept. At that time, 
that was really ground-breaking. There was a lot of potentially predatorial action at 
the time. But in our group, [consent] was very much addressed and acknowledged 
and I think it saved a lot of us a lot of heartbreak and anguish.237  

 
 

235 See Darren Langdridge and Meg Barker, eds., Safe, Sane and Consensual: Contemporary Perspectives on 
Sadomasochism, ed. Darren Langdridge and Meg Barker (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Cara R. 
Dunkley and Lori A. Brotto, “The Role of Consent in the Context of BDSM,” Sexual Abuse (2019): 5; 
Benjamin C. Graham, Sarah E. Butler, Ryan McGraw, Shelby Marie Cannes, and Joanna Smith, “Member 
Perspectives on the Role of BDSM Communities,” Journal of Sex Research 53, no. 8 (2016): 905; Brandy 
Simula, “Pleasure, Power, and Pain: A Review of the Literature on the Experiences of BDSM Participants,” 
Sociology Compass 13 (2019): 3. 
236 Because this is unprecedented research in Canada and the sample was small, it is hard to draw definitive 
conclusions. In their account of the history of SSC as a motto, Rostom Mesli and Gayle Rubin note that it 
became a consensus slogan across the USA in the 1980s. Rostom Mesli and Gayle Rubin, “SM Politics, SM 
Communities in the United States,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Gay and Lesbian Activism, ed. 
David Paternotte and Manon Tremblay (New York: Routledge, 2015), 301. 
237 Ravensred is a 42-year-old personal organizer, festival coordinator, and retired international trade 
negotiator. She is First Nations, cisgender, and a recurrent cancer survivor. She has practiced BDSM since 
her teens and identified as a Domme for a long time but was trained as a submissive through traditional 
leather structure upon community entry. She now identifies as a switch. Interview (November 15, 2018) and 
transcript completed by the author. 
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As someone who entered the scene within the context of a more traditional leather family 

over twenty years ago, Ravensred’s early experience of BDSM was different than many of 

the other participants I interviewed.238 When she began practicing BDSM, there was still 

widespread social panic that accompanied the HIV/AIDS epidemic. She spoke about kink 

as not yet being very open, particularly among the mentors in her early community who 

were mostly gay leathermen.  

I was younger than most everybody else in my cohort by two to three years . . . some 
were in the leather community who had older mentors and some others were gay. At 
the time, there wasn’t the same movement to be out. There was still the ending of the 
AIDS epidemic. Being gay and being into BDSM was still incredibly hush hush. You 
were seen as perverted and dysfunctional if you were part of it. So, it was very secret 
and very hidden. 

   
 “Safe, Sane and Consensual” came from a 1983 publication the Gay Male S-M 

Activist (GMSMA) organization, but later became a prolific motto used by BDSM 

communities across the United States.239 Author of the slogan david stein later said that 

SSC acted as “the best sound bite to distinguish the kind of sexual expression we were 

marching in support of from the typical association of S/M with harmful, antisocial, 

predatory behaviour.”240 The formal naming of consent as SSC was indicative of both the 

sub-cultural nature of the BDSM community—particularly for gay practitioners—along 

 
238 This comes from what is now known as “Old Guard” with more protocol and rank oriented structure that 
mimicked its founding roots in gay motorcycle clubs after World War II. Leather families still exist as close 
associations of queer BDSM practitioners but are less common than they once were. This is likely due (at 
least partially) to the increased accessibility of information about kink on the internet. “Leather” is still 
sometimes used as a synonym for BDSM. See Charles Moser and Peggy J. Kleinplatz, “Themes of SM 
Expression,” in Safe, Sane and Consensual: Contemporary Perspectives on Sadomasochism, ed. Darren 
Langdridge and Meg Barker (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 41–2. 
239 Mesli and Rubin, “SM Politics,” 301.  
240 david stein, “Safe Sane Consensual,” 2000, http://leatherleadership.org/library/safesanestein.htm. stein’s 
name is intentionally uncapitalized as per his own use that reflected his self-identification as a slave.  
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with the fight against mainstream stigmatization. Because violence in general is typically 

understood within the frameworks of psychopathology, the acceptability of BDSM is 

largely predicated on the distinction between kink and abuse.241 If there is an 

acknowledgement of violence, it occurs under the notion of simulation rather than 

replication.242 So, while it is likely that many contemporary BDSM practitioners know 

what SSC is, it seems to no longer be named as a guiding principle of consent by 

participants. Discussion of this is still important because it framed early conceptions of 

consent in BDSM practices more generally and speaks to why it is necessary to consider 

more complicated notions of consent when BDSM is thought of as other-than-sex. 

 The most frequent criticism of SSC is that practices are required to be both safe 

and sane to be defined as consensual BDSM. Psychological stability, in a particularly 

ableist way, is essential in this framework’s assertion that BDSM is a ‘healthy’ sexual 

practice (even if it is non-normative). That is, by requiring practices to be “sane,” SSC 

does not account for potential neurodivergence of practitioners. If it is consensual sex, 

then it is just adults making choices about their bodies and practices. But who decides 

which practices are defined in an acceptable and unacceptable manner?243 The arbiter of 

 
241 David M. Ortmann and Richard A. Sprott, Sexual Outsiders: Understanding BDSM Sexualities and 
Communities (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2015); Megan R. Yost, “Development and 
Validation of the Attitudes about Sadomasochism Scale,” Journal of Sex Research 47 (2010): 71–91; Patricia A. 
Cross and Kim Matheson, “Understanding Sadomasochism: An Empirical Examination of Four 
Perspectives,” Journal of Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006): 133–66; Mollena Williams and Andrea Plaid, “ 
Interview with the Perverted Negress,” Racialicious, July 9, 2009, http://www.mollena.com/2009/04/race-
play-interview-part-iii/.  
242 Patrick D. Hopkins, “Rethinking Sadomasochism: Feminism, Interpretation, and Simulation,” Hypatia 9, 
no.1 (1994): 124. 
243 This related to Fetlife’s controversial 2017 decision to delete thousands of pages of content in order to 
maintain access to the use of major credit cards that objected to site content. The decision led many to ask 
about the authority and dynamics of community policing. See Sirin Kale, “Kinky Social Network Fetlife 
Deletes Thousands of Fetishes to Stay Online,” Vice News (January 25, 2017), 
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what is both sane and safe is unclear and fails to take into account the context of social 

and bodily power and flexibility, concepts that I will further discuss later in this chapter 

and more extensively in Chapter Six. Additionally, sanity continues adherence to the 

history of medical pathologization in the propagation of negative stereotypes about 

practitioners.244 Thinking of sexual safety is usually done though a biomedical lens vis-à-

vis popular sexual health promotion and the prevention of sexually transmitted 

infections, but risk and safety requires more nuanced consideration of lived 

experiences.245  

 When we are not talking just about sex, what does safety mean? Here, there is a 

distinction between safer sex and safe spaces, bodies, and practices. Many BDSM spaces 

do have safer sex supplies and there are considerations with bodily by-products that may 

be emitted during play (including blood, urine, feces, and ejaculatory fluids).246 An 

Unholy Harvest included specific dungeon rules about certain types of play but was 

generally more open than other events to types of play that would be prohibited in other 

spaces. The venue provided both sharps containers and disinfectant for blood play, and 

allowed piss play and watersports if practitioners brought their own container to keep 

fluids and ensured that play was thoroughly cleaned up afterwards.247 However, safety 

 
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/mbqe8a/kinky-social-network-fetlife-deletes-thousands-of-fetishes-to-
stay-online.	 
244 Darren Langdridge, “Voices from the Margins: Sadomasochism and Sexual Citizenship,” Citizenship 
Studies 10, no. 4 (2006): 373–89.  
245 Adam H. Bourne and Margaret A. Robson, “Receiving Risk and (Re)constructing Safety: The Lived 
Experience of Having ‘Safe’ Sex,” Health, Risk & Society 11, no. 3 (2009): 283.  
246 Many dungeons disallow certain types of play because of the increased risk potentially posed with bodily 
fluids. Watersports, scat play, and different types of blood play are often prohibited in play spaces.  
247 “Dungeon Rules,” An Unholy Harvest (Ottawa: An Unholy Harvest, 2018). 
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was a recurrent theme among participant interviews in this project and focused more on 

wider considerations of feelings of safety for play. It was even cited as the primary 

motivation for creating An Unholy Harvest as a leatherdyke—and later, more broadly 

queer women’s—play space that was safer because of the exclusion of cis men.248 

Organizer and participant Jacqueline St-Urbain summarized the early impetus for the 

community.  

Whether I feel safe in the space, which is a really big thing when it comes to public 
play. Quite honestly, it’s the main reason that I started all of this. It’s the reason that 
I started the Unholy Army in Montreal. Also, for me, the reason that Andrea and I 
created Unholy Harvest, because I wanted to create space that I felt safe playing in. 
In het pan space, my ex was and remains very striking. When we went into het pan 
space, she was non-consensually touched.249  
 

In her discussion, Jacqueline St-Urbain reimagined safety in a way that prioritizes control 

and bodily autonomy. She identified something that many participants echoed in terms 

of space safety. It was important for many participants not to just have their own scene-

based consent respected but also that the space they were playing in had a general culture 

of consent that contributed to safety. But it is important to note that space safety looks 

different depending on the bodies and their respective social power that are considered. 

Participant Scarlett’s experiences in Toronto were primarily in the pan scene and when 

 
248 When the event transitioned in 2019 to a new organizing committee under “Collage” for the first time, 
there was discussions about defining community in a way that might include queer cis men who identify as 
feminist allies. However, there was considerable community resistance to this expansion and although the 
events are no longer leatherdyke specific, they still purposefully exclude cis men.  
249 Jacqueline referred to Andrea, the long-time co-organizer of An Unholy Harvest in this passage. The ex-
partner she is referring to is someone else who is unnamed in this excerpt. Jacqueline St. Urbain is a 48-
year-old civil servant and former professional singer. She is one of the co-founders of Unholy Harvest. She is 
white, francophone, cisgender, a fat femme, and has been practicing BDSM for around twenty years. She is 
known more as a top and Dominant, but identifies as a switch, and has a Ma’am she bottoms to. She is 
polyamorous and often plays with her intimate partners, who are queer women and trans men. Interview 
(July 22, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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she moved to a new city, she became more acutely aware of the lack of inclusivity and 

safety for non-heterosexual and non-cis practitioners. 

At the private club that we go to sometimes, there is no sex period. Of any kind. You 
can’t even expose genitalia, because there’s been sort of that understanding that we 
have a lot of different people that come to this club. Not everybody wants to see 
heterosex. Where that is an assumption in Toronto that’s made, that everybody is ok 
with that. You know, we’re all good? Pretty much all of us are straight, except for 
like, those two people over there. That’s why there are so many layers to the scene 
and people gravitate to the layer that they identify with, which is natural. But you 
don’t always see all the layers. Your gender plays a big part of it, and your sexuality 
plays another part.250 

 
Scarlett comment pointed to the unchecked privilege of cis and heterosexual BDSM 

practitioners in the pan scene in Toronto. When she facetiously noted that there were so 

few non-heterosexual people in these spaces, she also indictaed that the assumption 

among the Toronto pan community was that everyone in the space at consents to—at the 

very least—witnessing heterosex. She also pointed to the fact that communities have 

formed for practitioners that do not fit the assumption of heterosexual and cis 

community spaces. These communities are not always obvious to people that they do not 

apply to, but they allow for different spaces of play because of different considerations of 

safety. As I will discuss later in this chapter, sometimes the belief that a space has a strong 

culture of consent means that consent goes unproblematized in an unproductive way. 

However, when it comes to safety in terms of protection against consent violations, 

participants saw the space they were playing in as integral to the maintenance and 

 
250 Scarlett is a 29-year-old officer in the Canadian military. She is white, cisgender, and has been practicing 
BDSM for six years. She is submissive to particular people because of the psychological aspect of 
submission, but otherwise plays as a bottom, particularly for impact play. Interview (May 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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integrity of their bodily boundaries. In general, this consideration of safety is not what 

was meant by “safe, sane and consensual” and the unintentional restriction and 

codification of SSC led to the development of new frameworks.251   

Risk Awareness and Mitigation  

 
 Under critiques of the medical discourses of sanity, Gary Switch of the 

Eulenspiegel Society (TES),252 questioned the very subjective nature of defining sanity, 

where “Person A might think fisting is insane; persons B and C might enjoy it very 

much.”253 The mainstream acceptability of safety was also rejected with the affirmation 

that practices could occur under the framework that practitioners are aware of the 

potential risks involved in activities. This led Switch to propose “Risk-Aware, Consensual 

Kink” (RACK) as an alternative to SSC in 1999. Rather than claiming that BDSM activities 

are safe and thereby limiting what practitioners can possibly do under that umbrella, 

Switch proposed instead that valid consent is on the basis of “foreknowledge of the 

possible risks involved” with practitioners informed about how to best mitigate those 

risks that are an unavoidable part of the practices.254 The reality of many BDSM activities 

is that the level of risk and consideration for bodily practices is heightened compared to 

 
251 Others include “Committed, Compassionate, Consensual” (CCC) which is circulated among more Old 
Guard circles and “Personal Responsibility, Informed Consensual Kink” (PRICK) which evolved after RACK 
to emphasize the role individuals have when all risks of any given activity can never be known. As both 
BDSM practitioners and academics, D.J. Williams and others also proposed an alternative framework of 
“Caring, Communication, Consent, and Caution” (4Cs). See D.J. Williams, Jeremy N. Thomas, Emily E. 
Prior, and M. Candace Christensen, “From ‘SCC’ and ‘RACK’ to the ‘4Cs’: Introducing a New Framework for 
Negotiating BDSM Participation,” Electronic Journal of Human Sexuality 17 (2014). 
252 TES was the first formal BDSM organization in the United States that started in 1971. It still operates as 
an education oriented not-for-profit group.  
253 Gary Switch, “Rack Essay and Interview: Origin of RACK; RACK vs. SSC,” Fetlife Post, October 23, 2008, 
https://fetlife.com/users/53355/posts/25734 (viewable only by Fetlife members). 
254 Switch, “Rack Essay.”  
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other activities that a person may ordinarily consent to. When talking about meeting 

potential new partners in the BDSM scene, participant Liz indicated how there are some 

parallels in terms of dating more generally.  

 [With] vanilla dating, you’re going for coffee or a walk, you’re not getting bruised or 
 possibly hurt. So, level of risk in theory is different.255 
 
So, while there are considerations for defining meeting parameters in a safe and secure 

way and possibly vetting the person, the acute level of risk is different. Participant 

Lindsey approached the discussion of risk a bit differently, with direct reflection on 

considerations for her own practices.  

That really heavy play that’s a safety risk at some point. I feel in the moment that my 
body could take more, but it would be like, no because one more hit and you’re going 
to have an enormous wound. . . . I’m seeking out new ways of playing that can cause 
more pain with less risk or build up.256 
 

Her eight years of play had consisted primarily of heavy impact play and she found herself 

seeking new types of pain play that carried less acute risk for her body. Lindsey was 

starting to explore needle play as a new practice of masochistic pleasure for her body 

because she saw it as less risky than the impact play that she had been engaging with and 

more effective with the sensations she sought through play.257 Other participants 

approached risk differently because of experiences with non-consensual pain and injury.  

 
255 Liz is a 36-year-old home daycare provider. She is white, cisgender and has been practicing BDSM for 
twenty years. She mostly identifies as a submissive but will top occasionally. She is a former Ms. Leather 
Pony title holder. Interview (August 11, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
256 Lindsey is a 34-year-old early childhood educator. She is white, cisgender, and a fat, femme, masochistic 
bottom. She is queer and polyamorous and her primary partner aside from her husband is the person she 
plays with the most because her husband does not practice BDSM. Interview (November 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
257 Needle play refers to BDSM practices that use needles for sensation typically with temporary piercing of 
skin. 
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 Having been previously injured in scenes in a way that had long-term bodily 

ramifications, participant Katherine spoke extensively about risk management. She noted 

that the philosophy of risk that comes with the underlying assumption that all activities 

are equally risky is not a helpful one because there are some practices that carry more 

risks than others.  

I’m looking for how conscious of safety and are you managing the risk? I don’t like 
[that] there’s a philosophy of risk that you could get hit by a car crossing the 
street. . . . I think it is intentionally ignorant. . . . I really hate that perspective 
because it’s usually shared with new people who are just learning. I prefer to play 
with people who will educate themselves about the risks as a bottom or a top and 
have a perspective of how they’re managing it. So, if someone says I don’t use cutting 
tools with my rope because I think untying is faster than cutting rope, I am like okay 
I will tie with you. If someone says, I don’t have cutting tools because everything is 
fine, and I don’t need them. I’m not going to tie with you. So, the same behaviour but 
different reasons will have a different reaction from me.258 

 
As an academic BDSM researcher, it is possible that Katherine was directly referring to 

Switch in her criticism of the notion that because risk is everywhere, BDSM should not 

carry additional considerations for safety and risk mitigation. In his description of RACK 

and rejection of SSC, Switch said, “Nothing’s perfectly safe. Crossing the street isn’t 

perfectly safe.”259 Although Switch briefly talked about risk mitigation, there is valid 

criticism that Katherine brought up that the slogans of public facing consent frameworks 

are espoused to both newcomers and outsiders without nuance or unpacking what they 

mean for the lived experiences of the bodies of practitioners. This criticism could be 

extended to the unreflective assumption of consent in some spaces and the lack of 

 
258 Katherine is most frequently a bottom but will tie others in rope play. She doesn’t like the terms 
submissive or switch, even though she acknowledges that she does both. She is white, cisgender, and 
demisexual. Interview (October 30, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
259 Switch, “Rack Essay.”  
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framework for consent outside of explicit communication, something that I will take up 

later in this chapter.  

Community Responses and Considerations 
 
 Having established that individual approaches to consent and risk are 

complicated, I turn to the ways in which participants saw the implications of BDSM 

communities in discussions of consent. Consent does act as the cornerstone of BDSM 

practices, but often goes unproblematized by practitioners except in the cases of overt 

consent violations. Below, participant Leah discussed some of the complications of 

consent violations in BDSM and corresponding community responses. 

I’ve been at an event where I was supporting someone who was triggered because 
someone who they thought was a rapist was at Harvest. Of course, I believe 
survivors. I’m a survivor myself. But I can also see that you make yourself vulnerable 
in a BDSM context. When there’s a slip up, you might be in a really awful state, but 
it’s harder to know if there was an intent to harm or not. At the end of the day, 
harms are harms. But it’s tricky. When does someone deserve the label of abuser 
versus when was there a horrible misunderstanding that everybody feels bad about? I 
don’t think there’s an easy answer.260 
 

Among other participants, Leah emphasized that the community space of play was 

essential in feeling that consent was being prioritized and respected. Pan BDSM spaces 

were often identified as problematic because of the types of dynamics that were allowed. 

Leah rejected the radical feminist critique of the inherent problems of consent in BDSM 

but acknowledged that abuse can sometimes more easily hide in spaces that prioritize 

consent.  

 
260 Leah is 39 years old and works in communications at a non-profit. She is cisgender, Jewish, bisexual and 
in a polyamorous marriage with her wife who is primarily asexual. Interview (October 7, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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Not that they’re inherently bad necessarily, although they could be. We know that a 
lot of abuse hides in these spaces. I think that’s the tricky part for me as a feminist. 
When you see someone you know who is vulnerable and you don’t think their top is a 
good dude. Usually, it’s dudes. You want to respect their choice – anyone who is in 
an abusive dynamic. Like, you have to respect their choice but also let them know 
hey, it doesn’t have to be this way. 
 

 The public landscape of discussions—albeit often simplified—about sexual 

consent has grown more robust with the increasing awareness of consent violations 

brought on by the viral #MeToo movement.261 This has also affected the way 

considerations of consent happen in BDSM. Participant Ravensred commented that there 

are now more conversations about consent in BDSM than there were before.  

Consent has only been called consent, I would say, for the last six years. The concept 
of consent was not as clearly focused. . . . I don’t think the importance of gaining 
someone’s consent and continuously acknowledging that you have their consent was 
as understood and at all present in conversations about BDSM. Yes, it was are you 
comfortable with this? What are your limits? What are your hard limits? Where do 
we stop? What’s a yellow? Where are those negotiations? But it wasn’t understood as 
gaining consent and understanding. 

 
However, as Ravensred points out, more conversations when they are occurring 

superficially do not necessarily equate to stronger consent practices. So, while the 

rhetoric of consent around BDSM is very strong, having deeper discussions with 

participants revealed more complicated conversations about consent. Like many 

mainstream conversations about consent—where rape culture is often battled with a no 

 
261 While it is unclear whether this has led to better understandings of consent, it has led to more 
conversations about it in the public sphere. See Paulette Senior, “The #MeToo Movement Hasn’t Led to a 
Better Understanding of Consent,” LawNow 43, no. 1 (2018); Carly Gieseler, The Voices of #MeToo: From 
Grassroots Activism to Viral Roar (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2019); Laurie Collier Hillstrom, The 
#MeToo Movement (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2019).   
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means no and yes means yes binary—superficial considerations are not particularly 

helpful when accounting for lived experiences.262  

 Many participants in a 2018 Unholy Harvest workshop on consensual non-consent 

(CNC) and rape play discussed their personal fantasies clashing with feminist and anti-

oppression politics in a way that became more salient after the growing popularity of 

#MeToo.263 This brought new dimensions to discussions about the reconciliation of play 

with real-world power dynamics, particularly in the potential to replicate oppression by 

racism, sexism, transphobia, and ableism, and replay historical ancestral violence against 

certain bodies in terms of intergenerational trauma. Practitioners were sensitive to not 

wanting to contribute to contemporary rape culture and were aware that edgier types of 

play also carry additional considerations for consent in a space depending on who is 

witnessing the play. Although consent is often thought to be an individual 

consideration—where each player is assumed to personally negotiate scene consent—

Love Monkey, an organizer from An Unholy Harvest specifically noted the way 

community organizers have needed to take a more active role.  

There are instances of non-consent that we’re aware of and have been dealt with on a 
case by case basis by the organizers. Now that we’re growing and there’s other things 
happening with the #MeToo movement, we realize as organizers that we need to do 
more to ensure consent is always happening with people playing.264  

 
262 Anastasia Powell, “Amor Fati? Gender Habitus and Young People’s Negotiation of (Hetero)sexual 
Consent,” Journal of Sociology 44, no. 2 (2008): 167–84; Melanie Ann Beres, “Rethinking the Concept of 
Consent for Anti-Sexual Violence Activism and Education,” Feminism and Psychology 24, no. 3 (2014): 373–
89. 
263 Jacky, “Rape Play 201: From Fantasy to Practice and Back Again,” workshop, An Unholy Harvest, October 
6, 2018. Ottawa, ON.	 
264 Love Money is a 42-year-old manager of public service. She is primarily a service top, Domme, and 
occasional switch. She’s white, cisgender, and bisexual but more on the Lesbian side of the spectrum. She 
was on the organizing team of Unholy Harvest and is one of the founders of the Collage group that replaced 
Harvest when it ended in 2019. Interview (October 14, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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There is also a particular need for the internal handling of consent violations265 because of 

the mainstream stigma associated with BDSM practices rooted in the psychopathological 

origins of understanding,266 and the subsequent necessity of stigma and impression 

management of practitioners as part of a ‘deviant’ subculture.267 

Communication and Consent 
 
 Contemporary works by Margot Weiss and Robin Bauer have criticized the notion 

of perfect consent. Weiss argued that BDSM relies on the construction of a liberal subject 

who acts with autonomy and free consent on the basis of known desires, operating in a 

neoliberal sphere of privacy.268 Bauer criticized what they refer to as the “naïve liberal 

notion of an individual exercising her free will or autonomy”269 and rejected the notion 

that all consent is unproblematically given.270 Bauer used the term “working consent” to 

refer to successfully negotiated ongoing consent (rather than pseudo-consent that is 

diminished by player agency and some situational contexts).271 Their work stressed that 

consent cannot be taken for granted in any context, including BDSM. Although there is 

 
265 I am not attempting to sidestep the use of stronger language like ‘rape’ and ‘sexual assault’ when 
discussing this within the BDSM context. Instead, I am mimicking participants’ own language to speak 
about a wide range of potential violations of consent that are not necessarily tied to sex to expand the 
conceptualization of consent violations beyond rape and sex. 
266 Karen Holt, “Blacklisted: Boundaries, Violations, and Retaliatory Behaviour in the BDSM Community,” 
Deviant Behavior 37, no. 8 (2016): 917.  
267 Beverly L. Stiles and Robert E. Clark, “BDSM: A Subcultural Analysis of Sacrifices and Delights,” Deviant 
Behavior 32 (2011): 158; Noam Haviv, “Reporting Sexual Assaults to the Police: The Israeli BDSM 
Community,” Sexuality Research and Social Policy 13 (2016): 276.  
268 Margot Weiss, Techniques of Pleasure: BDSM and the Circuits of Sexuality (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2011), 18.  
269 Robin Bauer, Queer BDSM Intimacies: Critical Consent and Pushing Boundaries (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), 79.  
270 Bauer, Queer BDSM, 88.  
271 Bauer, Queer BDSM, 88.	
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no reason why consenting to BDSM is more problematic than consenting to other bodily 

activities, there are additional risks that accompany many BDSM practices beyond what 

might be considered in other practices because of the bodily vulnerability required by the 

practices. Additionally, there are multiple processes of consent that occur within any 

given scene. Some participants, like Lindsey below, spoke about the issue with an 

expectation of explicit consent in a scene because of the way she processes play.  

I need to play with someone who knows my body. I’ve learned over time too that with 
pick-up play, I need to be able to consent better, because I’m really non-verbal. I’ve 
learned to save all of my words in order to be able to enthusiastically consent when 
I’m checked in with. . . . I was really lucky to have tops who were like, “you can’t 
answer me anymore, so I’m not going to continue.” So, I’ve learned to say no, I’m still 
having a really good time and afterwards when I can talk more, I can articulate that. 
That was something that with my long-term partners that they just know. With 
pick-up play, you have to say the words and learn to use them when you need to. 
 

Lindsey’s comments pointed to how she had to adjust her play in order to fit in with more 

common understandings of communicated consent. In their work on negotiating 

consent, DJ Williams, Jeremy N. Thomas, Emily E. Prior, and M. Candace Christensen 

wrote about different levels of expression starting with “surface consent” or the baseline 

that scene participants have agreed to play with each other.272 There is then the 

negotiation of “scene consent” in terms of play types, safe words, and aftercare, which will 

look different depending on the type of play.273 The ongoing and process orientation of 

consent also requires a third level or “deep consent” that is read between players in a 

given scene. In Lindsey’s account, tops that were less familiar with her body discontinued 

 
272 Williams, et al., “From ‘SCC’.” 
273 This is inaccurately dramatized in Fifty Shades of Grey where a written contract is the only negotiated 
consent. Although some BDSM practitioners do use contracts, all of the participants would know what each 
activity they were consenting to was, unlike the fictionalized depiction.  
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play even though she had not safe worded because her lack of affirmation was not read as 

continued implicit consent. This largely comes from the assertion that consent should be 

explicit (not tacit) and based on mutually permissible activities,274 whereas her long term 

BDSM partners were able to read “deep consent” in a different way. In this way, consent is 

literally read on the body. The emphasis on explicit communication is an effect of the 

universalization of consent with the mainstreaming of kink that in some ways mimics the 

mainstream emphasis on the yes means yes and no means no binary. Popova wrote about 

the differences in consent negotiations depending on the context of the relationship, 

indicating that “a kink party” is a different situation than “Netflix and chill between 

friends with benefits.”275 While there is more nuance in acknowledging that consent may 

look differently depending on the context, I would push this further and indicate that 

even in the kink scene, there are nuances and differences in the processes of consent 

negotiations. For example, in referring to the relationship with her ex-partner, Scarlett 

described how power dynamics were managed more implicitly than when she negotiated 

play with friends or acquaintances that are more scene specific.  

It was natural to us in the same way that you would know that when you’re going to 
bed that you’re going to be intimate with your partner. Because, that’s sort of what 
we were doing. And then, it was our roles were well defined—that I am the 
submissive and he is the Dominant. We didn’t switch. There wasn’t a discussion 
there, that’s what we both enjoyed. 

 
She noted how if there were more elaborate scenes or practices that were new, there 

might be a longer conversation, but because the boundaries were already well-defined 

 
274 Dulcinea Pitagora, “Consent vs. Coercion: BDSM Interactions Highlight a Fine but Immutable Line,” The 
New School Psychology Bulletin 10, no. 1 (2013): 27–36; Dunkley and Brotto, “Role of Consent.”  
275 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 49. 
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and known to both partners, the negotiation of consent occurred in a more implicit way.  

Participant Cassandra expressed that she was only comfortable with play outside of long-

term power-oriented relationships because of the greater simplicity of negotiating 

discrete scene-based play. She referred to the under-negotiated dynamics of her previous 

relationship that made lines of consent messier than she was comfortable with. 

The distinction between some of the D/s stuff where I realized afterwards, I wasn’t 
really consenting to in the maybe means no context. . . [Pick-up play] is the kind of 
play right now that I’m more comfortable with, in part because of the 
compartmentalization of this is a scene and in the context of the scene, we can go 
through every aspect of it.276 

 
Similarly, Sarah Pie spoke about the potential for consent to be compromised because of 

the intentional structures of power between participants in D/s relationships. 

That D/s dynamic can fold its own power exchange and it’s the fact that you’re doing 
this for the other person or other people as an act of submitting to their will that 
gives it its own power, even if it’s a thing that you don’t especially enjoy. Actually, the 
idea of doing the thing that you wouldn’t consent to in and of itself, because it’s 
within a D/s power structure can be tricky when we’re talking kinky things or sexual 
things. That power can compromise that consent. We need to be very sure of where 
and what’s informing that yes. Sometimes, as a submissive person, I’ve been there. 
You’re like “meh” to the act where I wouldn’t actively say no but am strongly 
ambivalent and wouldn’t say yes if it were offered on its own. To things that because 
there was a D/s structure in place, in some cases it made it ok, in some places it 
made it tolerable, and that exists there, and the power can sometimes be counter to 
the consent power that exists within SM.277 
 

Cassandra went on to emphasize that especially when topping in a scene, continuous and 

process-oriented consent was required. She described how checking in was an integrated 

 
276 Cassandra is a 35-year-old programmer. She is white, transgender, and has practiced BDSM since she was 
first introduced to it through cross-dressing fetishism in her teens. She primarily identifies as a bottom but 
will self-top to practice skills and service top in a creative sense. Interview (November 22, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
277 Sarah Pie is a 43-year-old self-described witch who has been practicing BDSM for twenty-five years. She 
is white, genderfluid, and is now primarily a top and Dominant but will still switch. Interview (October 1, 
2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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part of each scene, but that in a long-term D/s dynamic, it may be more absent from the 

consent process.    

In my last relationship, there was an under-negotiated D/s dynamic . . .  I found that 
I was more willing to agree to things that I might not have been otherwise. I don’t 
feel like I fully understand how that integrates with being able to give enthusiastic, 
informed consent, if you’re not necessarily in the headspace where you can feel like 
you’re independent because you’re trying to give up power. So, that’s where my 
personal fears about D/s specifically [arise]. 

 
 In addition to the distinctions made based on pre-existing relationships and their 

respective power dynamics, there are also cultural distinctions in consent communication 

that are diminished with the universalization of consent in kink. In a workshop about D/s 

power dynamics and cultural differences, Alpha Donna (Kawai) spoke about the 

challenges of oral communication for both cultural and linguistic reasons for BDSM 

participants who spoke English as an additional language.278 In the next section, I will 

show how pushing boundaries as a strategy in Dominant/submissive dynamics is used 

and thought of separately from consent violations.  

Pushing Boundaries and Consent Violations  
 
 It seems obvious that with the emphasis on consent and negotiations that scenes 

occur in ways that are mutually agreed upon, and that intentional violations of consent 

are abuse or violence in a way that moves the activities outside of BDSM. But as Love 

Monkey points out, consent can look different depending on the negotiated boundaries 

of play.  

[Consent] is an absolutely critical part of play. You shouldn’t be playing if you don’t 
have consent. You should probably go to jail if you don’t have consent. You can 
negotiate in all sorts of different ways. For example, a Dominant who likes pushing 

 
278 Alpha Donna (Kawai), “Power, D/s, and Culture,” workshop, An Unholy Harvest, October 7, 2018. 
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limits and a submissive who likes and gets off on being pushed with edge play, and 
that’s pre-negotiated. In that case, everything that happens might not be pre-
negotiated, but you still care to ensure there’s check-ins. That works for me. If you 
just have somebody who is being a bully or abusive, there’s a difference between 
consensual BDSM and abuse and harm and criminal activity. 

 
The limit pushing that Love Monkey referred to is a practice among some Dominants and 

as discussed above, these types of explicit boundaries and scene-specific negotiation are 

not always components of long(er)-term BDSM relationships.279 Participant Kay Dee 

spoke about this practice when playing as a Domme. She’s a switch who emphasized that 

consent is essential to play but reflected on sadistic practices of pushing boundaries of 

her co-players and moving beyond what they might like or desire in play. 

[Consent is] definitely number one because I won’t do anything that somebody 
doesn’t like. At the same time, it depends on my mood too. I guess I can’t really say 
that because when I’m sadistic and someone’s like don’t burn me, then I’ll do it on 
purpose.280 

 
Kay Dee didn’t see this as an explicit violation of consent. She did not elaborate on her 

experiences on the receiving end of this as a submissive but felt that the dynamics of play 

allowed for the exercise of power that didn’t always align with simplistic understandings 

of consent. These practices, among others, are often referred to as ‘edge play.’ While edge 

play can refer to physical practices that carry more risk,281 it also refers to encroaching on 

the edges of established boundaries and limits. This may be intentional in the case of play 

 
279 Peter L. Dancer, Peggy J. Kleinplatz, and Charles Moser, “24/7 SM Slavery,” in Sadomasochism: Powerful 
Pleasures, ed. Peggy J. Kleinplatz and Charles Moser (New York: Harrington Park Press, 2003), 91. 
280 Kay Dee is a 24-year-old stripper and fetish model. She is white, cisgender, and identifies as a switch who 
can sub, be a pet, but is getting more into being a Domme. She wants to eventually start professionally 
doming in her own dungeon. She has been practicing BDSM for around ten years after introduction 
through gothic and vamp aesthetics. Interview (October 29, 2018) and transcription completed by the 
author.  
281 For example, breath play is a practice where airways are intentionally restricted. Even with consensual 
practice, there are physical risks inherent that make it an ‘edgier’ practice. 
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with different types of trauma or consensual non-consent play (the latter which may or 

may not be trauma based). Boundary pushing and consent violations are seen as 

ontologically separate by most practitioners.  

 When “power inequality creates the opportunity for trust violation,”282 it is not 

difficult to imagine how a scenario where power dynamics are intentionally manipulated 

to inequality might produce more difficulties in negotiating consent. Scarlett spoke about 

the issues that many young women have as newcomers to BDSM who have trouble 

articulating firm boundaries.  

 There are people who do struggle with the consent side of things and do 
 struggle with the negotiation piece of things and struggle with finding the right 
 partner, because they don’t necessarily feel as comfortable saying “no” to a certain 
 experience or saying “I’ve changed my mind.” Or, people are worried about feeling or 
 seeming weak, like they can’t handle something, so that can be an issue when you 
 don’t feel as confident in yourself. And, unfortunately what I also see quite often is 
 especially younger women who aren’t comfortable necessarily with their bodies and 
 with speaking to them. 
 
Many participants identified positive embodied experiences with BDSM, including 

redefining their relationship with pain described in Chapter Four and contributing to a 

more coherent sense of self found in Chapter Three. However, the flip side to the 

embodied knowledge gained through play is that there are risks of physical and 

emotional injury through accidental or intentional violations of consent. In her account 

below, Cassandra described how the diminished capacity for consent has led to her 

playing in a different way. 

 D/s is something that I’m interested in. But I’m very hesitant slash nervous slash 
scared of because in my last two relationships, there was an element of not fully 

 
282 Linda R. Weber and Allison I. Carter, The Social Construction of Trust (New York: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), 61.  



 125 

negotiated D/s aspects that led to some sexual contact that I wasn’t necessarily fully 
comfortable with. It was only after reflecting on it, the way that I self-talk about it, 
was if somebody else was telling me this, I would be supporting them as a survivor. I 
sort of had to acknowledge that yes, it wasn’t consensual. Not wanting to replicate 
that, I’ve been shying away from D/s and am reluctant of it. 

 
Taken up more in the next chapter, Cassandra’s reflection notes that the power dynamics 

of BDSM diminished her ability to articulate negotiated limits. This led to practices that 

she was not fully consenting to but only realized later that were problematic upon deeper 

reflection. This is emblematic of the complications of consent. By only assuming a 

universal notion of a yes/no binary, there is little room to explore how ‘maybe’ functions 

in an other-than-sex conceptualization of BDSM.  

 Conclusion  
 
 Consent is complicated and intrinsically tied to the agency and power of gendered 

bodies in the ways they exist in the world and relationally to each other. Although the 

landscape of discussions of sexual consent has expanded in recent years, many of these 

continue to occur on a binary notion of an enthusiastic yes means yes and no means no 

for discrete and finite bodily encounters. The universalization of consent in kink has 

followed similar lines, where consent for individual scenes models itself on clear 

negotiations and the setting of limits and boundaries. However, as shown in this chapter, 

consent is considerably more complicated. Although it is a cornerstone of BDSM 

practices, participants noted how it looks different depending on the dynamics and 

relationship between practitioners. I acknowledge that there is feminist political difficulty 

in articulating that consent may not always occur in clear and binary manner. In this, I 

am not attempting to contribute to arguments of rape culture that implicit consent is 
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suitable as a defense against sexual assault. Instead, following the experiences of 

participants, I am articulating that processes of consent occur in more complicated nexus 

of negotiation and trust depending on the relationality between practitioners and the 

practices. By conceptualizing BDSM practices as sometimes other-than-sex, there is more 

room to complicate frameworks of consent in a productive manner that allows for a more 

robust understanding of power and agency without succumbing to pitfalls that support 

rape culture paradigms. When bodies are open and vulnerable, and the risks of wounding 

are both acknowledged and invited in a consensual way, there is a potential to reimagine 

the way bodies exist in the world and in relation to each other. As I will show in the next 

chapter, there is an inextricable connection between consent and power, and this 

relationship is poignantly highlighted in the dynamics of BDSM encounters.  
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Chapter 6: Power 
 

 Bodies are embedded with power. BDSM has the unique qualities of requiring an 

intimacy and openness of bodily boundaries that highlights the existence of flesh as 

vulnerable. By imagining BDSM practices as something other-than-sex, there is an 

expanded capacity for imagining the possibilities of pleasure and the relationality 

between bodies. If BDSM practices are only sex—however non-normative that sex may 

be—there are limitations with regards to who participates and how. I do not mean to 

limit characterizations of sex but increase the potential avenues of women’s queer 

pleasure. That is, rather than physical pleasure being only sex-centred in BDSM practices, 

there is novel potential for pleasure in other-than-sex intimate relations. Because pleasure 

was historically denied to women—and particularly queer women—the notion of queer 

pleasure has power in and of itself. Through the body-focused practices of BDSM, women 

are able to consent to pleasure in a way that asserts agentic power. Although complicated, 

the capacities for consent exhibit personal power over one’s own body. Trust and 

intimacy are power-laden as well and are vital in frameworks of consent that were 

examined in the previous chapter. Because BDSM practitioners quite literally play with 

the intentional manipulation of power, it is a site that is particularly ripe with power in 

these multivariant forms that are inextricably connected. Foucault wrote that BDSM is 

the “eroticization of strategic power” and differentiated strategic power from the 

institutional social power that he often wrote about it reference to regulatory 
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mechanisms.283 The power in BDSM is strategic precisely because of its capacity for 

manipulation and fluidity. However, I argue that social power also has an impact given 

the flexibility of certain bodies in negotiating strategic power.  

 This chapter begins with a discussion of trust and intimacy and the ways they 

interact with consent. It is followed by exploring the impact of social power in BDSM, 

particularly in the ways in which it is attached to the bodies of practitioners. All women 

are impacted by patriarchy in the regulation of their bodies and potential sources of 

pleasure. The possibilities of kink offer novel sources of other-than-sex pleasure and can 

impact the way practitioners exist in the world in their bodies. However, patriarchy 

affects women in an uneven manner because of overlapping systems of power and 

privilege based on intersectional identities. Practitioners do not eliminate their privileges 

when playing in BDSM and they are still ethically required to engage with the meaning of 

their desires. That is, unlike other more apologetic readings on BDSM, I assert that BDSM 

play does not occur purely in a fantastical realm that is detached from real-life referents. 

For many participants in this project, that engagement with meaning took the form of 

interrogating the relationship between feminist politics, patriarchal conditioning, and the 

role of power inside and outside of kink. The discussion roots itself in the microphysics of 

power in intimate relations and the intentional manipulation of that power in play. 

Although racialization did not assert itself as central to the identities and concerns of 

most of my participant group, it would be remiss to ignore the roots of BDSM in racial 

 
283 Michel Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth: The Essential Works, Vol.1, ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. 
Robert Hurley. (Harmondsworth, Mx: Penguin, 1997), 170. 
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privilege and the power that white bodies are able to flexibly exercise, particularly given 

the context of some of the historical symbols of BDSM in chattel slavery. The language 

and symbols of BDSM are inextricable from the racial oppression they are intimately 

linked to. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the role of power in consent and 

intimacy, expanding on the work of the previous chapter. BDSM practices create 

alternative relationalities for women practitioners and their gendered experiences of 

being-in-the-world, and power is an immutable part this experience.  

Trust and Intimacy  
 
 Consent is a framework of trust, embedded with power, that draws BDSM 

practitioners and their bodies more intimately towards one another. The physical 

boundaries of the self are transgressed with BDSM activities in an intimate manner 

because of the trust and vulnerability necessitated by the practices. Sexuality and 

intimacy are frequently seen as equivalents, but in a conception of BDSM as other-than-

sex, intimacy exists in a wider range of queer relations. As Ann Laura Stoler argued, “To 

study the intimate is not to turn away from structures of dominance but to relocate their 

conditions of possibility and relations and forces of production.”284 Imagining intimacy as 

only sexual has been historically linked to the oppression of queer bodies. In fact, 

intimacy is a key domain of the microphysics of power in modern life.285 Robin Bauer’s 

discussion of “exuberant intimacy” is helpful here in conceptualizing frameworks of 

 
284 Ann Laura Stoler, ed., Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 13.  
285 Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015); Ara Wilson, “The 
Infrastructure of Intimacy,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 41, no. 2 (2016): 247–80; Natalie 
Oswin and Eric Olund, “Governing Intimacy,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 28 (2010): 60–
7. 
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consent that allow for manipulated power dynamics in kink. Bauer proposed alternative 

sexual ethics and a rejection of pure egalitarian relationships.286 In allowing practitioners 

to acknowledge power dynamics and differing social positions, there is a great potential 

to create an erotic value by imagining and experiencing spaces beyond hegemony, 

including kink as a relational way of engaging with other bodies in an other-than-sex 

manner. 

 In terms of embodied relationality, the baseline of BDSM play is trust. That is, 

consensual BDSM play occurs when practitioners trust each other in a way that 

vulnerably opens their bodies to each other. This is not a unidirectional opening of the 

bottom’s body to the top, and instead can be imagined as an exchange of power and 

vulnerabilities that locate bodies beside one another (rather than a hierarchy of one 

body’s power over another). This opening is a radical conditioning of the relational forces 

between these bodies and their interactions. In discussing the social construction of trust, 

Linda R. Weber and Allison I. Carter are helpful here in their definition: “Trust is an 

orientation between self and other whose object is the relationship. Trust’s premise is the 

belief that the other will take one’s perspective into account when decision-making and 

will not act in ways to violate the moral standards of the relationship. Trust is a social 

product as it only emerges from real or imagined relationships with others.”287 The moral 

standards are particular to the way participants understand and negotiate their 

 
286 Robin Bauer, Queer BDSM Intimacies: Critical Consent and Pushing Boundaries (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), 239. 
287 Linda R. Weber and Allison I. Carter, The Social Construction of Trust (New York: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), vvi. 
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interactions. Participant Katherine spoke about the consensual management of power 

and pain that was essential for her play. 

Each bit of pain feels like a choice. At any point you can call red. At any point you 
can stop it. I’ve never done, and I don’t think I’ll ever do pain where there’s no safe 
words. Having control is important to me.288 
 

The control Katherine described is contingent on a notion of radical trust between 

players. She indicated that she would not participate in pain play without safe words and 

this is premised on the basis of trusting that the use of the safe words will actually control 

a scene. That is, there is a flexibility of certain bodies in both claiming and maintaining 

boundaries and autonomy. The classic sociological definition of power is “the ability of 

persons to act as they wish and get others to act or to refrain from acting according to 

their wishes”289 and bodies are embedded with unequal amounts of power that is 

impossible to disentangle from the social context of consent and its violation. Staci 

Newmahr identified trust as one of the “rewards” of BDSM play,290 but it is also—and 

more importantly—a prerequisite. It is this trust that participant Emma identified as a 

barrier to her finding partners for play.  

I find it difficult and challenging to find partners that can keep up with some of 
things that I want to do. That they have the knowledge base, the skill base, they 
understand the psychology and the physicality of it, they know how to do it but do it 
safely, that I can trust them enough to get to that point with. It’s compounded with 
being transgender and having a smaller dating pool to pick from.291 

 
288 Katherine is 30-year-old PhD student who has been practicing BDSM for four years, primarily in Ottawa. 
She is most frequently a bottom but will tie others in rope play. She doesn’t like the terms submissive or 
switch, even though she acknowledges that she does both. She is white, cisgender, and demisexual. 
Interview (October 30, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
289 Weber and Carter, Social Construction, 61. 
290 Staci Newmahr, Playing, 89. 
291 Emma is 41 years old and is a technical support agent. She is white, transgender, and a submissive. She 
had been a Dominant in the past prior to her transition but felt submission was more authentically her. She 
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As a trans woman, Emma noted that her body is fetishized by many in a way that 

diminishes the trust necessary for much of BDSM play. Because of the risk of activities 

and the bodily access required for play, there is a radical trust required for kink practices 

that cultivates a queer intimacy in other-than-sex BDSM practices.  

 The trust required in kink is outside of the mundane, routine, or unthinking trust 

that Geoffrey Hosking identified as the “webs of trust” involved in everyday life.292 This is 

linked to the greater attention brought to bodily awareness in BDSM play. That is, BDSM 

play is fundamentally different in the bodily connections and interactions it involves from 

everyday life in the manner that it mandates an intimate trust and open vulnerability of 

bodies. Hosking suggested replacing Foucault’s “genealogy of power” with a “genealogy of 

trust,”293 but this is a false dichotomy upon closer inspection. At the risk of falling into the 

Foucauldian pitfalls that Hosking pointed out and attributing everything to power in a 

way that eliminates its impact, I assert that power and trust are inextricably connected in 

asking who has the privilege to trust and whose consent is negotiated and respected. 

Trust is most often considered within the framework of state-citizen relationships and 

institutional (i.e., market, government, law) legitimacy vis-à-vis networks of social trust. I 

ask instead what trust means on a more micro level and how the relational transmissions 

other-than-sex between and through bodies change when mediated by trust. Consent is 

thereby a framework of trust that draws interacting bodies more intimately towards one 

 
has practiced BDSM for around twenty-five years, and her practices now focus on voyeurism and intense 
pain play. Interview (September 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
292 Geoffrey Hosking, Trust: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 2. 
293 Hosking, Trust, 6. 
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another because the physical boundaries of the self are transgressed with BDSM activities 

in an intimate manner. The boundaries that are consensually negotiated thereby become 

an extension of the boundaries of the bodily-contained self, in that they are sometimes 

permissibly surpassed, and other times, non-consensually violated.  

Social Power  
 
 Overlapping systems of power and oppression intersectionally affect the way 

women exist in the world in their bodies and subsequently how they are able to negotiate 

trust and intimacy.294 Social power is not distinct from power but is an important element 

of the overall conceptualization of power. This has both social and physical implications 

for embodiment. As Milena Popova stated, “power is indeed multi-directional and multi-

dimensional, and it is impossible to disentangle our apparently autonomous decisions 

and choices from our social context.”295 Because of the gendered power dynamics based in 

patriarchy, women physically and socially experience and express their bodies differently 

than other gender identities, but particularly cis men. Women face a unique type of 

regulation of their bodies. This regulation is not the same for all women, and is 

intersectionally impacted by race, ability, and class, among other factors. There is a 

sociological process of embedded power in certain bodies that allows an increased 

flexibility in playing with power dynamics and encountering frameworks of consent on 

the basis of trust. Bodies that are closer to the normative centre of gender (cis) and race 

(white) have more flexibility in negotiating power, which has an undeniable impact on 

 
294 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Identity Politics, Intersectionality, and Violence Against 
Women,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241–99. 
295 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 94. 
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the ways in which BDSM play occurs. Gayle Rubin’s discussion of sex outside the 

“charmed circle” in “Thinking Sex” does a particularly good job in articulating how 

sexuality is mediated through the construction of good/bad and natural/unnatural 

through social norms and cultural values.296 “Good,” “Normal,” “Natural,” and “Blessed 

Sexuality” are found at the centre of the charmed circle, defining normative—and 

therefore, powerful—sexuality as heterosexual, married, monogamous, procreative, non-

commercial (i.e., free), coupled, in a relationship, the same generation, in private, without 

pornography, only involving bodies, and vanilla. Sexuality that is not these things is 

drawn outside the imaginary line that divides good and bad sex. This division is what 

normatively constructs permissible sex and distinguishes it from the outer limits of non-

permissible sex. Power dynamics in the reading of normative sexuality are socially 

constructed, but also have a very real impact on the bodies of women. 

 Participant Cassandra spoke of what she identified as the provisional privilege that 

she held prior to her gender transition while still masculine-presenting and the power she 

continues to hold as a white person.  

[BDSM] doesn’t give up the privileges but it’s an opportunity to decide what kind of 
level of power you want rather than the real world where it’s assigned to you.297 

 
She acknowledged that she cannot shed the social power she holds because of her race. 

But Cassandra also identified opportunities in BDSM that allow power to be consensually 

negotiated in different ways than exist outside of BDSM in a way that plays with strategic 

 
296 Gayle Rubin, Deviations: A Gayle Rubin Reader (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 152. 
297 Cassandra is a 35-year-old programmer. She is white, transgender, and has practiced BDSM since she was 
first introduced to it through cross-dressing fetishism in her teens. She primarily identifies as a bottom but 
will self-top to practice skills and service top in a creative sense. Interview (November 22, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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power. In her ethnographic research in the San Francisco Bay Area, Margot Weiss 

concluded that the possibilities of BDSM are only available to those with already existing 

class privileges that allow for social and material access.298 Because of this, Weiss rejected 

the notion of BDSM as transgressive. Although I do not argue that BDSM is automatically 

transgressive, my research has found that the flexibility of certain bodies on the basis of 

social power is articulated differently depending on the space. For instance, when An 

Unholy Harvest transitioned to the group Collage for the 2019 event, there were 

deliberate compositions of the steering committee to include more transfeminine, women 

of colour, and disabled women to shape the event. Their code of conduct read, “Collage 

was born of a need for womxn, leather queers, and trans folks to build community, learn, 

play, and fucking in as safe a space as possible. . . . We work from an anti-oppressive and 

accessible framework within the best of our abilities.”299 This statement is framed within 

larger efforts for community accountability to dynamics of power, privilege, and 

oppression, but also speaks to the safety of the space Collage attempts to create through 

processes of consent as well. 

 Many of the participants in my project pointed to how the spaces of play affected 

BDSM practices and their consensual participation in them. It is true that the ability to 

disavow social referents of the power dynamics is enjoyed by some more than others. 

However, spaces that are more attuned to the identification of this power outside of kink 

are more attentive to it within these spaces. As a former International Ms. Leather 

 
298 Margot Weiss, Techniques of Pleasure: BDSM and the Circuits of Sexuality (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2011), 15. 
299 Collage Steering Committee, Collage Program 2019 (Ottawa: Collage, 2019), 4. 
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competitor,300 participant Liz spoke about particular bodies as currency because of their 

social power and normative desirability. 

I find it is a currency in some ways I think. I think about bondage and how certain 
bodies are so popular and are seen so much. And how some of it is slanted on ableist 
thinking and some of it is slanted on these things. It’s almost like the thinking is if 
you have a particular body type, you won’t be as skilled at rope, but you can do more 
successful things if you have a body that’s more pliant or flexible or smaller.301 

 
Liz pointed to body-based rationalizations that practitioners made that were actually 

rooted in the social power of some bodies over others. That is, although fat bodies, for 

example, are not inherently less skilled at rope bottoming, their general lack of normative 

desirability is reflected in the way that rope tops explain their prejudice against fat 

bottoms as a body limitation. Participant Scarlett confirmed that conventional norms of 

attractiveness and their corresponding social power still played a large role in the Toronto 

pan and gay leather scenes.  

It’s still an act of bravery and defiance to be a larger woman in rope. So, that tells 
you something, right? The fact that, to put yourself out there, and be like this is 
something. And, some people will only practice with bigger women as a point of “we 
need to be doing this,” but the fact that is the reality still shows you in Toronto. . . . 
Well, Toronto and Montreal are the perfect examples of areas where if it’s public 
play, it tends to be this is what looks good. Even the gay scene in Toronto is very 
much about the aesthetics. If you’re not decked out in leather and you don’t fit that 
mold, then it’s still a little bit strange for you to be in public with your kink. It’s very 
different to see leathermen versus furries. . . . 302 Toronto is about the aesthetics, 
publicly anyway.303  

 
300 International Ms. Leather is an annual BDSM pageant held in California since 1987. It has a structure 
remarkably similar to other pageants with contestants judged on costume, performance, and an interview, 
with the added element of community focus and BDSM advocacy. 
301 Liz is a 36-year-old home daycare provider. She is white, cisgender and has been practicing BDSM for 
twenty years. She mostly identifies as a submissive but will top occasionally. Interview (August 11, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author.  
302 Furries are fetishists who dress up as anthropomorphic animals, typically in plush costumes. This is 
different than leather animal fetishisms such as pup or pony play that is still rooted heavily in BDSM 
subculture.  
303 Scarlett is a 29-year-old officer in the Canadian military. She is white, cisgender, and has been practicing 
BDSM for six years. She is submissive to particular people because of the psychological aspect of 
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This is contra to Staci Newmahr’s argument that identification with BDSM is linked to 

wider forces of marginality, where she implied that failures to meet conventional norms 

of attractiveness and sexuality are a necessary but not sufficient pre-condition for BDSM 

community participation.304 It is true that BDSM identity has been marginalized in a way 

that has led some to advocate for a new and valid form of sexual citizenship.305 However, 

as indicated in the above participant accounts, many BDSM communities are still subject 

to normative bodily ideals, leading some to carve out spaces that are more attentive to 

inclusivity, like An Unholy Harvest, and later Collage.306 Participant Jacqueline St-Urbain 

co-founded Harvest and explained her motivations in relation to her personal experiences 

of playing.  

For me, as a fat woman, one of the biggest things that drew me to SM in the first 
place was that I actually felt desired for the first time in my fucking life. . . . But, my 
experience of being perceived as someone who is desirable and having that affirmed, 
all comes from the kinky queer community. I am somebody who has lived very much 
in their body their whole lives. I’m very physical, I don’t have a mind body divide in 
the way that most people characterize it. This is despite the fact that I’ve been fat my 
whole life and I’ve basically been told that my body is a piece of shit. But I get to 
experience it as a desirable object for someone else, and, I get to play with the 
strength of it. I love being beaten across muscles because it makes me feel the 
muscles a different way, right? But, really, having been told my whole life that my 
body is trash, I manage to reclaim it in a lot of ways in SM.307 

 
submission, but otherwise plays as a bottom, particularly for impact play. Interview (May 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
304 Staci Newmahr, Playing on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2011), 8. 
305 Darren Langdridge, “Voices From the Margins: Sadomasochism and Sexual Citizenship,” Citizenship 
Studies 10, no. 4 (2006): 373–89; Susan Wright, “Discrimination of SM-Identified Individuals,” Journal of 
Homosexuality 50, no. 2/3 (2006): 217–31; Bela Bonita Chatterjee, “Pay v UK, the Probation Service and 
Consensual BDSM Sexual Citizenship,” Sexualities 15, no. 5/6 (2012): 739–57; Margot Weiss, “Gay Shame and 
BDSM Pride: Neoliberalism, Privacy, and Sexual Politics,” Radical History Review 100 (2008): 87–101. 
306 This does not imply that either event went without criticism of their efforts at inclusivity.  
307 Jacqueline St. Urbain is a 48-year-old civil servant and former professional singer. She is one of the co-
founders of Unholy Harvest. She is white, francophone, cisgender, a fat femme, and has been practicing 
BDSM for around twenty years. She is known more as a top and Dominant, but identifies as a switch, and 
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The bodily reclamation Jacqueline St-Urbain identified above is a direct and strategic 

manipulation of the social power of bodies. As fatphobia partially dictates normative 

social power, particularly as it intersects with gender,308 this reclamation of the fat femme 

body as facilitated through kink practices has an impact on the ways in which these 

bodies exist in the world. Participant Lindsey also spoke to her own practices as a fat 

femme submissive.  

Traditionally, fat bodies aren’t something that you see as often or they’re more 
covered up or it’s the trope of the fat pig submissive. When I was getting into 
[BDSM], I knew that was nothing I wanted. I think I’ve also been lucky to find a 
couple of partners who aren’t just like, well your body is it what it is. It’s like no, your 
body is awesome. That’s helped a lot too.309 

 
In conceptualizing BDSM as other-than-sex, I am not attempting to deny the political 

importance of sexual pleasure for non-normative bodies. Instead, following the lead of 

participants, I am asserting that expanded avenues of pleasure are particularly important 

for bodies that are further from the privileged centre of white, cis, heteronormativity. The 

ways in which BDSM allows people to intentionally and strategically manipulate power 

does not shed the social power experienced by privileged and oppressed bodies outside of 

BDSM. Instead, it draws attention to the microphysics of power in intimacy and relational 

trust.  

 
has a Ma’am she bottoms to. She is polyamorous and often plays with her intimate partners, who are queer 
women and trans men. Interview (July 22, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
308 Janna L. Fikkan and Esther D. Rothblum, “Is Fat a Feminist Issue? Exploring the Gendered Nature of 
Weight Bias,” Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 66, no. 9–10 (2012): 575–59; Abigail Saguy, “Why Fat is a 
Feminist Issue,” Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 66, no. 9–10 (2012): 600–7. 
309 Lindsey is a 34-year-old early childhood educator. She is white, cisgender, and a fat, femme, masochistic 
bottom. She is queer and polyamorous and her primary partner aside from her husband is the person she 
plays with the most because her husband does not practice BDSM. Interview (November 6, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
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 Contrary to what participants articulated about their feelings of power and agency, 

Weiss argued that as a cultural performance, BDSM requires the autonomy of a liberal 

subject within the framework of neoliberal rationalities.310 According to Weiss, the 

opportunities to remake and consolidate subjectivity are built on consumption and 

production and buttress the normalization and regulation of race, gender, and sexuality. 

That is, Weiss asserted that players draw on norms of systemic oppression to make the 

manipulation of power dynamics legible, while simultaneously claiming insulation from 

political implications on the basis of freedom for perfectly consenting adults. While this 

still might be partially true, there seems to be a genuine commitment from many 

practitioners to draw attention to relationship between power in BDSM and the outside 

world.    

Feminist Politics and Desire in Kink 
 
 Community organizer, switch, and long-time BDSM practitioner Jacqueline St. 

Urbain rejected the criticism of kink that playing with power is a replication or 

buttressing of existing systems of oppression. However, she also indicated that she 

virtually never played with cis men because of the issues with social power balance and a 

subsequent lack of queer cultural background and referents that allowed cis men to 

critically examine the systems of power they were playing with. 

So, there’s this assumption that we’re recreating things that we’re not. A negotiated 
monogamous relationship is not the same as an unexamined one. I live an examined 
life. . . if I want to submit to a guy then I can. I get to choose whatever. You do not 
get to tell me what I get to choose. You don’t get to wave your finger at me and say 
no, no, that’s mirroring the kyriarchy or you’re just participating in patriarchal 
bullshit. I will stomp on your toes.  

 
310 Weiss, Techniques. 
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Criticisms of kink’s replication of patriarchy are rooted in radical feminist critique of 

BDSM. Jacqueline St. Urbain’s comment about “kyriarchy” was a reference to Elisabeth 

Schüssler Fiorenza’s theory of systems of power and oppression that relates to the 

intersections of gender, ability, race, and class, and other forms of dominating hierarchies 

built on dominance, submission, and oppression.311 Jacqueline St. Urbain rejected the 

criticisms of BDSM’s inherent oppression on the basis that self-reflection and 

interrogation of both desire and pleasure allow practitioners to be conscious of social 

power and consciously manipulate power in strategic ways. Similarly, below, Lindsey 

discussed her position as a masochistic bottom and reconciliation of her desires, sought 

pleasure, and feminist politics.  

Because I present really femininely, there’s stuff around that where it’s like, am I not 
a good enough feminist? I’m pretty over that though. I’ve reconciled that I’m still a 
good feminist and this is just what I like. I’ve examined really deeply the reasons why, 
and even though I don’t know all of the reasons why, I’m pretty confident that none 
of them are driven by the patriarchy or male gaze. Especially that male gaze one. 
  

 Weiss emphasized that the privilege of being able to “play” with notions of power 

and dominance is markedly different than inescapably living with them.312 This is 

undoubtedly true and many participants acknowledged that there is still a considerable 

lack of reflection by many in the pan community about how their desires are formed and 

how their play might impact real-life systems of power and oppression. This was 

discussed by participants less about race and more in reference to gender. However, it did 

 
311 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1992). 
312 Weiss, Techniques, 173. 
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not lead most participants to conclude there was an incompatibility between their 

feminist politics and sexual desires and practices. Conversely, participant Catherine 

actually spoke about how finding that she was kinky reconciled some of the problems she 

had with her own desires.  

 That was my "Shit, am I a bad feminist?" thing, because this is very clearly 
 sexualized violence. Not violent sexuality, but the other way that is contextually 
 non-consensual. This is awful and I should actually be very upset about this. What is 
 going on?. . . Cause I didn’t like that I was identifying with someone who is being 
 sexually violent towards a lady, while being a dude. In part, because my ex-husband 
 was sexually violent towards me. Not great. So, this was an issue for me, for some 
 pretty personal reasons. I didn’t really know what was up with that but having kind 
 of figured things out a little more, and went ohh, okay. It kind of slotted a bunch of 
 stuff into place.313 
 
Catherine’s account is of the first time she identified desires based on kink when she 

witnessed a film that depicted a man threaten violence against a woman. Because she 

identified with the perpetrator in the scene, she initially questioned her own sadistic 

desires about power as someone who wanted to dominate other women. Although some 

participants expressed initial shame about their desires that they had to reconcile with 

exploration and play, they also did not accept all BDSM practices as automatically 

transgressive or insulated from political implications or referents.  

Power and Play  
 
 The classic sociological definition of power is “the ability of persons to act as they 

wish and get others to act or to refrain from acting according to their wishes.”314 BDSM 

 
313 Catherine is 38-year-old art model, writer, poet, and sex worker. She is white, cisgender, sadistic, and a 
Dominant. She has the capacity to be a sexual switch but not in the BDSM context. She has practiced BDSM 
for ten or eleven years. Interview (June 28, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
314 Linda R. Weber and Allison I. Carter, The Social Construction of Trust (New York: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), 61. 
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intentionally (and sometimes unintentionally) draws on real-life power differentials to 

construct scenarios for play. Below, participant Katherine spoke about the ways in which 

BDSM can draw attention to existing social power dynamics by strategically playing with 

them in a more intentional manner.  

There’s power between a teacher and a student that is somewhat tangible in the way 
that it comes out in grades, but a lot of it is very abstract. In kink, you can literally 
role play a teacher and student and literally feel the power. You can almost see it 
when other people play. In might be symbolized through impact play or rope or 
something, but also it might not. I’ve seen some really interesting scenes that were 
barely different from any regular interaction. It’s the intensity of the location or the 
outfits, or the intention of the people, that makes that power hyper-visible. I think 
it’s just a reflection or a magnification.315 
 

This project is more interested in the consensual participation of women in these BDSM 

scenarios because, under patriarchy, they have less social power and their bodies face 

different regulatory mechanisms than other genders. I’m not implying here that men and 

gender non-binary folx face the same issues as each other that are different from those of 

self-identified women, because they do not. Instead, I am highlighting the unique impacts 

that patriarchy has on women. Participant Alyssa spoke about the gender stereotypes that 

impact the ways in which power is taken up in BDSM play.  

There’s a lot of stereotype associated with gender in kink spaces that we all know the 
vision of the masculine dominant sadist person and the opposite of that as the 
feminine participant if there’s one of both. That’s why the image of the leather-clad 
female dominatrix is so subversive in popular culture to this day.316 

 

 
315 Katherine is a 30-year-old PhD student who had been practicing BDSM for four years primarily in 
Ottawa. She is most frequently a bottom but will tie others in rope play. She doesn’t like the terms 
submissive or switch, even though she acknowledges that she does both. She is white, cisgender, and 
demisexual. Interview (October 30, 2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
316 Alyssa is a 30-year-old science writer. She is trans, Latina, and identifies as a service top specializing in 
sensual massage. Interview (November 16, 2018) and transcription completed by author. 
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 The most effective plays with power dynamics in BDSM have real-life referents so 

that the power dynamics are intelligible to practitioners. That is, while play can 

completely be fantasy and make-believe, it is more often organized around power 

dynamics that are recognizable outside of kink. This does not always mean role-playing a 

specific dynamic—although this is a possibility—but means that a scene does not really 

work if there are no tops or no bottoms. The strategic eroticization of power makes power 

hyperbolic in a way that it draws attention to social power relations that are more 

insidious and quotidian organizers of everyday life. As participant Sarah Pie said, this is, 

in theory, BDSM at its best.  

All of these societal power structures that we have all internalized all the time 
everywhere. BDSM at its best turns those things on their ears. Either because it is 
literally turning it on its ears because it’s fluffing the dynamic, or it’s because it’s 
letting us critically examine that power.317 

 
In this light, participant Mama Crass spoke about how playing with gender in kink led to 

their own realization that she is female non-binary. By bringing gender to the forefront of 

play with power dynamics, Mama Crass’s experience with power had significant impact 

on the way she exists in the world.  

I knew for a long time that I was female non-binary and it was more than just gender 
playing for me. That there’s different, something deeper into what the gender 
binaries and roles are, how we’re identifying in it. It’s not necessarily a kink for me or 
a turn on, and it’s not just about playing with these ideas.318 
 

 
317 Sarah Pie is a 43-year-old self-described witch who has been practicing BDSM for twenty-five years. She is 
white, genderfluid, and is now primarily a top and Dominant but will still switch. Interview (October 1, 
2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
318 Mama Crass is 38 years old and a graphic designer. She is white, and a top-leaning switch who has 
practiced BDSM for around twenty years. She is bisexual but primarily plays with women. Interview (July 18, 
2018) and transcription completed by the author. 
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She emphasized that this play existed outside of any sexual connection she had to BDSM. 

Instead, in an other-than-sex notion of play, Mama Crass used BDSM to explore social 

power and the ways in which it is embodied for her outside of kink as well.   

 At its worst, BDSM does all of the opposite things for power and oppression. It 

replicates systemic violence in an unreflective and unproductive manner. The cisgender 

and heteronormative dominant sexual scripts may still apply in terms of feminine 

individuals being passive recipients and masculine individuals being active enactors. 

Although this is outside of the script of penetrative sex that ends with cis male 

ejaculation, it is still a specifically normative paradigm in the understandings of power 

and agency. Participant Leah pointed to how these nefarious gendered power dynamics 

can continue in BDSM in an even more explicit way. 

There is kink that I find hard to watch. Specifically, when it’s a cis het dude beating 
up a woman. To me, I find it traumatic. I don’t find it enjoyable. Oh great, you’re 
fetishizing what heterosexuality does already.319 
 

Leah noted that desire and politics are not always directly aligned in terms of her own 

experience of being a feminist who enjoys submission. However, when the power 

dynamics were played out in a way that mimics and buttresses patriarchal misogyny, she 

found the play particularly objectionable. Power imbalances come from acting “without 

concern for the other’s interests.”320 If this is the case, it is possible for a manipulated or 

 
319 Leah is 39 years old and works in communications at a non-profit. She is cisgender, Jewish, bisexual and 
in a polyamorous marriage with her wife who is primarily asexual. Interview (October 7, 2018) and 
transcription completed by the author. 
320 Weber and Carter, Trust, 61. 
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constructed power imbalance based in BDSM to be created in an egalitarian way. 

Katherine pointed to this in discussing her own experiences of playing with sadistic men. 

As far as men go, sadistic men who want to top women, the only ones I play with are 
the ones who grapple with the problems in that. So, the ones who will actually say, “I 
really respect women and I don’t know how to deal with these desires of mine.” Those 
are people I will talk to. I haven’t done it to many people, but my partner is a person 
who will engage with the problems of being a strong, white cis male who wants to 
sexually dominate women. So, people who won’t problematize it or won’t be open to 
critique for that or who will actually use it as a mask to just be sexist, which 
absolutely happens. 
 

 If the consensual basis of the interaction requires that all participants act in a 

manner of care, trust and intimate, mutual relationality, it complicates the strict 

hierarchy of power. Returning to the notion of the receipt of pain as an agentic state, 

explored in Chapter Four, there is already a complication of the bifurcation of the roles of 

power. Alpha Donna (Kawai) pointed to how these are doubly complicated when 

considering power outside of a Western framework. She rooted her presentation in a 

critique of the Eurocentric framework of Western patriarchal capitalism and colonialism 

that assumes a specific hierarchy of power relations.321 In this discussion Alpha Donna 

(Kawai) challenged the rigidity of the manipulation of power dynamics and brought forth 

consideration of the spatial dimensions of the closeness of bodies in their subversion of 

this presumed rigidity. That is, when a top is physically underneath a bottom’s body in a 

scene, what does that mean for the hierarchization of power? Eve Sedgwick’s discussion 

of nondualism in power is helpful here. Rather than conceptualizing power in a 

hierarchical way, Sedgwick discusses power relations conceptually as “beside,” which,  

 
321 Alpha Donna (Kawai), “Power, D/s, and Culture,” workshop, An Unholy Harvest, October 7, 2018. 
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permits a spacious agnosticism about several of the linear logics that enforce 
dualistic thinking: noncontradiction or the law of the excluded middle, cause 
versus effect, subject versus object. Its interest does not, however, depend on a 
fantasy of metonymically egalitarian or even pacific relations. . . . Beside comprises 
a wide range of desiring, identifying, representing, repelling, paralleling, 
differentiating, rivaling, leaning, twisting, mimicking, withdrawing, attracting, 
aggressing, warping, and other relations.322  
 

In this conception, power relations are more complicated forces that can be organized in 

non-traditional ways. This is important in connection to BDSM to challenge the 

stigmatization that play with power only reinforces oppression. Instead, power can be 

strategically eroticized with players “beside” one another who have not shed the social 

power that they enjoy outside of BDSM, particularly in practices that are other-than-sex.  

Power, Play, and Race 
 
 BDSM practices are often perceived to subvert sexual and gendered norms. 

Although this subversion is not always the case, there is a perception among many BDSM 

practitioners, including the participants in this study, that gendered power dynamics are 

something that can be manipulated in play. Despite the fluid treatment of other 

categorical identity distinctions, race is often not considered as something that can be 

played with. By deliberately or unintentionally ignoring race, there is considerable risk in 

perpetuating tacitly racist, neoliberal and hegemonic ideologies about sexuality and 

intimacy. The line between fantasy and reality is blurred when the referent of the 

historical suffering of people of colour—in particular, Black people—is used for an other’s 

pleasure. That is, there are significant symbols of historical chattel slavery that are drawn 

 
322 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke University 
Press), 8. Emphasis in original. 
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on in many BDSM scenarios. I do not intend to simplistically align BDSM and slavery, as 

Christina Sharpe warned against,323 but examine the intersection of abjected Blackness 

and contemporary BDSM through its shared markers with chattel slavery. This analysis 

has been informed by non-white study participants, but it should be noted that there 

were no Black participants. The lack of racial representation in this work is a significant 

limitation that I am not attempting to brush over with a theoretical analysis. Instead, I am 

situating a larger theoretical analysis of racial relations in BDSM power dynamics through 

other works that trace the historical origins of BDSM and contemporary readings. 

  As Anne McClintock noted, the transformation of the industrial economy from 

slavery to the wage market coincided with the emergence of European BDSM subculture 

at the end of the eighteenth century.324 As such, the transformation of objects that were 

specifically emblematic of slavery, like slave-bands and collars, were taken as kinky 

paraphernalia for erotic relations with inscribed meanings through understandings of 

race and gender. By borrowing these, “S/M plays social power backward, visibly and 

outrageously staging hierarchy, difference and power, the irrational, ecstasy, or alienation 

of the body, placing these ideas at the center of Western reason.”325 Ada Demaj offered an 

interesting interpretation of this analysis, indicating that at face value, the markers of 

BDSM are a displacement of imperialist slavery onto the erotic realm. But, she indicated 

that they may also be interpreted as “a refusal to allow the history of slave labour to fade 

 
323 Christina Sharpe, Monstrous Intimacies: Making Post-Slavery Subjects (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2010), 123. 
324 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 142. A similar argument is made by Karen Haltteunen in her article, “Humanitarianism 
and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture,” American Historical Review 100, no. 2 (1995): 304. 
325 McClintock, Imperial Leather, 143.  
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into the past – a refusal to forget!”326 In this way, the symbols highlight the unnaturalness 

of unequal social power relations because of the necessity of “props and labels to acquire 

their force.”327 While this may be true of intentional race play,328 there is risk of holding 

history at a distance with willful ignorance and the silencing of race, despite drawing 

from that history for erotic sustenance. 

  In his discussion of the Black submissive/white Dominant combination, Darieck 

Scott noted how the play is unable to avoid history because the “process of blackening 

(conquest, enslavement, and colonial exploitation) in the past is unavoidably present in 

the visible enactments of ‘play’ and ‘fantasy,’ directly mirroring – or seeming to do so – an 

extant and thus palpable distribution of social and class status among racially determined 

lines.”329 Scott went on to show how this can actually be a productive space to encounter 

historical and contemporary racisms, rather than the typical disavowal of historical 

contexts.330 However, this type of direct race play is often not supported by community 

practitioners. For example, participant Sughra explained how she was uncomfortable with 

white people playing with race in any manner.  

For me, I’m not okay with people doing that type of play. You don’t do race play if 
you are not a person of colour.331 

 
326 Ada Demaj, “Touching Race Through Play: Sadomasochism, Phenomenology, and the Intertwining of 
Race and Sexuality,” Annual Review of Critical Psychology 11 (2014): 103. 
327 Demaj, “Touching Race,” 104.  
328 Race play involves the intentional use of racial epithets or racist scenarios in BDSM play. 
329 Darieck Scott, Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary 
Imagination (New York: New York University Press, 2010), 216.  
330 Similar arguments are made in by Ariane Cruz, “Beyond Black and Blue: BDSM, Internet Pornography 
and Black Female Sexuality,” Feminist Studies 41, no. 2 (2015): 409–36; and Demaj, “Touching Race.” 
331 Sughra is a 30-year-old sex worker who has been practicing BDSM for fourteen years. She is North 
African and white, speaks English as an additional language, and only plays with women and queer 
transmasculine people in her personal life. She identifies as a submissive and has extensive experience rope 
bottoming, although does less now. Interview (December 3, 2018) and transcription completed by the 
author.  
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Similarly, Katherine indicated that there is a distinction between public and private play 

that needs to be accounted for in the ethics of these types of power exchange. 

I think there is an ethics of personal play behind closed doors and then play at 
parties, where you might affect other people. I’ve heard that related from people who 
are marginalized by race or anything visible. . . . Consciously choosing when to start 
and stop those dynamics and feeling the power so you can pull it apart, can be very 
powerful. I think that when you are on the oppressor side of things, it is probably 
very therapeutic to play with those things maybe, but I have a lot more reservations 
for those people initiating those things. So, white male Doms who advertise looking 
for Black women looking to role play slave play, I judge to hell and back. 
 

There have been past issues with the play practices of dungeon owners that sparked 

debate in BDSM communities about the ethics of hosting events in those spaces. For 

example, in 2019, the Women of Drummer event in Montreal was moved after a 

community member publicly reported that the intended dungeon, The Triskelion, was 

managed by a nazi fetishist. Although the space was being offered for free, the organizer 

of the event, who was queer, trans, and a person of colour, opted to move to another 

space. There have been similar reactions by queer BDSM communities to dungeons that 

have hosted ‘slave auction’ events. 

 In addition to the language of ‘property,’ ‘ownership,’ ‘Master/slave,’ and physical 

markers of slavery in terms of bondage, BDSM events sometimes also draw on the space 

of the slave auction block.332 Likely because of the salience of the image, Weiss began her 

ethnography on the San Francisco BDSM community with an account of her attendance 

 
332 These are rarer now and have not happened at the leatherdyke events I have attended for the last three 
years. However, they do still take place at other events. 
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at a charity slave auction.333 Weiss recalled an “uncomfortable” scene in which a young, 

Black woman was auctioned by her “severe-looking white” Master.334 She noted 

similarities of the scene to a historical slave auction, where the woman’s genitals were 

displayed, her collar and leash still attached, and her Master proudly espousing her 

submissive qualities. When discussing the BDSM slave auction, Katherine McKittrick’s 

analysis is useful with regards to the meanings and marketable qualities associated with 

the slave auction block, as a site of public racial-sexual domination and measurable 

documentation.335 There is a specific spatial positioning of the objects of Black bodies for 

the gaze and assessment of the buyer that allowed for visual demarcation and attachment 

of discourses of dispossession and captivity to the flesh.336 This objectification contributes 

to the processes of subjection. As Saidiya Hartman stated, the “black performative is 

inextricably linked with the specter of subjection, the torturous display of the captive 

body, and the ravishing of the body that is the condition of the other’s pleasure.”337 The 

moment of sale reifies the Master’s whiteness as embodied universality and subjectivity 

and acts a profitable and pleasurable economic exchange.  

 
333 Weiss indicates that these auctions were common occurrences during her fieldwork and were popularly 
coupled with play parties afterwards.  
334 Margot Weiss, Techniques, 3–4. She later stated that it was the “single most disturbing picture I have 
from that day”, which upon further reflection, was indicative of her “well-meaning whiteness disturbed by 
the scene.” This ethnographic encounter allowed her to frame her examination of the universality of 
whiteness providing the background for the scene, which produced privilege and transgressive 
performances at the same time.  
335 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), Kindle.  
336 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 1156, 1192. 
337 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery and Self-Making in Nineteenth Century America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 21.  
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 As Weiss pointed out in her ethnographic account, the charity slave auction did 

not entail the actual sale of the submissives, but gave the buyer a chance to negotiate 

mutually consensual play with their purchased “slave.”338 However, denying that a slave 

auction has anything to do with historical slavery reinforces the invisibility of whiteness 

that is seemingly pervasive with many BDSM practices.339 The Black slave/white Master 

combination likely made the audience of Weiss’s account uncomfortable for this reason, 

as the racialized reminder of chattel slavery enacted by the performance disallowed 

historical disavowal that was enabled by white participants.340 The auction block was thus 

re-inscribed as a site that “normalizes black pain and commodifies black working-sexual 

bodies”341 and “creates crude and excessive sites of black subjugation.”342  

 When white practitioners participate as if whiteness is not proactively there, it 

illustrates how whiteness functions by masking, deferring, and naturalizing a specific type 

of racial entitlement to pleasure and humanity.343 The privilege of whiteness allows for a 

choice in playing with race, whereas the racialized body is unable to escape the ‘reality’ of 

race. Assumptions of universal whiteness and non-racial possessive categorization write 

 
338 Weiss, Techniques, 3.  
339 There are scenarios that specifically racialize the slave auction or ‘Plantation Retreats’ that intentionally 
draw on historical notions of chattel slavery, but these are far less common than the de-racialized ‘slave 
auction’ described in Weiss’s work. See, for example, Chauncey DeVega, “Playing with Sex, Power, and 
Race: Did You Know That There are ‘Plantation Retreats’ Where Black People Go to Serve Their White 
‘Masters’?” Indomitable Blog, August 12, 2012, http://www.chaunceydevega.com/2012/08/playing-with-sex-
power-and-race-did-you.html.  
340 Although Weiss also described other nonwhite submissives in the auction, she noted the specific 
reaction by the audience with the Black submissive as one of unenthusiastic discomfort.  
341 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 1110.  
342 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 1121.  
343 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992), 9. Morrison is concerned with canonical works of American fiction by white writers, 
but her observations are widely applicable, particularly within erotic spaces.  
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the BIPOC body out in favour of the white body.344 When non-white bodies exist in these 

spaces, they can be subject to hypervisibility and fetishization. Alyssa spoke about the 

value of her access to BIPOC-only kink spaces and the ways in which her Latina 

racialization has impacted her play. 

I’ve definitely been fetishized for my race on different occasions. Before transition, I 
would play it up for fun. But [darker skinned people of colour] get it a lot harder than 
I do, so I’ve tried to be careful about how much space I take up accordingly. I get the 
occasional spicy Latina joke, but it doesn’t seem to come with what someone’s role in 
a kink space is. Maybe it was part of it at the very beginning when everyone was 
reading me as far more submissive than I would come to see myself. But at least for 
folx like me, the stereotype is more hypersexualized than submissive. Given how I 
dress in those spaces, it isn’t necessarily a bad heuristic for me specifically. 
	

Formally BIPOC-only spaces in the forms of caucuses and play parties are a relatively 

recent addition to the kink scenes in Toronto and Ottawa. They mark an increasing 

awareness and grappling with the racism in white-dominated spaces. Historically, BDSM 

communities have often claimed to be insulated from racism because of the emphasis on 

fantasy and erotic pleasure, but some dynamics, like the rejection of a space because of 

rumors of nazi fetishism described above, seem to signal a shift away from unproductive 

colourblindness.  

In their study of queer and trans BDSM communities, Robin Bauer commented 

that in the mixed-race spaces of BDSM dominated by members of the privileged race, the 

invisibility of whiteness seems to be a prerequisite for transgressions in other realms and 

categories of difference, including gender, sexuality, age, and class.345 In this regard, there 

 
344 Sharon Patricia Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism (Durham: Duke University Press), 27. 
345 Robin Bauer, “Transgressive and Transformative Gendered Sexual Practices and White Privileges: The 
Case of Dyke/Trans BDSM Communities,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3/4: 246–7.  
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is a “Tendency among BDSM queers to deemphasize and thus depoliticize race by de-

racing historically raced institutions such as slavery, colonialism, or even contemporary 

racialized stereotypes.”346 Echoing Bauer’s assessment of de-politicized racial dynamics in 

dyke and queer BDSM spaces, An Unholy Harvest faced community criticism for not 

having enough people of colour on the organizing committee.  

 At the 2018 An Unholy Harvest, there was a comment from a BIPOC attendee in 

the event feedback on social media that there should be a play space exclusive to 

racialized practitioners to escape the white gaze that automatically came with playing in a 

space with white people. Participant Ravensred had a different perspective on the request 

that was informed by her own long-time experiences in kink spaces as an indigenous 

woman and her management role in An Unholy Harvest. 

I think there’s an age difference. Myself being an identifiable person of colour, and I 
really want myself to be present and I want to be acknowledged and to be there. I 
don’t see the white gaze as being something that exists with people we are playing 
with. Just because somebody is white, or east Indian, or Asian, or something else, I 
don’t want them separated because I’ve spent so much time not, well, I’ve spent so 
much time being invisible that I want to be seen. I don’t want to have completely 
separate play spaces because I am here. I am present. Whereas, many of the younger 
people that are currently fighting for acknowledgment and understanding, have 
come to another understanding because they have always been present and have 
always been identified as being different instead of just not existing. So, they now 
want, well some not all, want a separate play space. A place that is acknowledged as 
theirs and their own territory. From my background, that’s a reservation. That’s 
segregation. That’s what we’ve been fighting against.347 

 

 
346 Bauer, “Transgressive,” 246.  
347 Ravensred is a 42-year-old personal organizer, festival coordinator, and retired international trade 
negotiator. She is First Nations, cisgender, and a recurrent cancer survivor. She has practiced BDSM since 
her teens and identified as a Domme for a long time but was trained as a submissive through traditional 
leather structure upon community entry. She now identifies as a switch. Interview (November 15, 2018) and 
transcript completed by the author. 
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Ravensred had long-term relationships with other Harvest organizers and had attended 

the event for many years even before she took on a management role in the space. She 

saw the request for a BIPOC-only play space as something that would contribute to 

segregation. The original comment does, however, bring up elements of consent in regard 

to who is in a space and how it characterizes understandings of consent. 

Power to and of Consent  
 
 In the last chapter, I discussed frameworks of consent, safety, and risk. I 

complicated superficial notions of sexual consent to challenge its universalization within 

BDSM, especially when considering the practices as other-than-sex. In doing so, I 

conceptualized it with regard to the bodily boundaries of subjectivity explored in Chapter 

Three to consider how the necessity of vulnerability in kink creates a specific type of 

relationality between practitioners. Consent makes the process active and complicates the 

strictly linear and hierarchical power dynamics that could be assumed in a top/bottom, 

Dominant/submissive scenario, especially in regard to pain, as discussed in Chapter Four. 

Power is an essential element of consent. Scarlett spoke about how power and consent 

intersect in her desires for play in complicated ways.  

I like it because I tend to hold a lot of power outside BDSM. And that’s probably the 
only scenario where I really enjoy giving up a lot of the control, because it’s in fairly 
defined parameters, and you know, I have a lot of control in giving up that control 
[laughs]. So, that’s why it’s sort of cathartic to me.  
 

Scarlett identified a certain catharsis in bottoming and submitting because it was an 

aberration from the power she holds in daily life. As someone with a high stress 

occupation with high standards and expectations for success and control, Scarlett noted 

that in addition to the physical release provided by impact play, consenting to that act 
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was a release in and of itself. There is a commonly espoused notion in BDSM that the 

bottom holds all of the power in a scene because it is their will that drives the actions of 

the top. This seems to be an oversimplification of the dynamics of strategic power that 

may be aptly described in Sedgwick’s terms of “beside” in relationality between 

practitioners.  

 The power and control that Scarlett spoke about is also related to discussions of 

playing with trauma because of the power that is involved in the play. Playing with 

trauma has been conceptualized as cathartic with the potential to be therapeutically 

beneficial in a reimagining of the medico-psychiatric lens that originally characterized 

understandings of BDSM.348 This was described in a particularly bodily manner by the 

Sarah Pie below.  

[Kink can] create that safe space where you know you aren’t going to have pain 
that’s going to happen to you if you don’t consent to it, [which] makes it a really safe 
space for exploring and just stretching scarred areas around pain and consent. The 
idea of having consent has so much power, even in a place where normally there is a 
lot of pain going on, to have that consent have that greater power, I like to think that 
it can create more powerfully safe spaces than “baby, I’ll never hit you.” 
 

Although intentionally not the violation of consent, there is a particular boundary 

pushing on behalf of practitioners in play with their own trauma, especially when 

understanding trauma as something that is inherently embodied. In their work on trauma 

and kink, Masti Khor wrote about the possibilities for healing trauma from consensual 

 
348 Bernard Andrieu, Claire Lahuerta, and Asia Luy, “Consenting to Constraint: BDSM Therapy After the 
DSM-5,” L’évolution psychiatrique 84 (2019): e17–e30; Jeremy N. Thomas, “BDSM as Trauma Play: An 
Autoethnographic Investigation,” Sexualities (July 2019): 1–17; Caroline Shahbaz and Peter Chirinos, 
Becoming a Kink Aware Therapist (New York: Routledge, 2017); Dulcinea Pitagora, “No Pain, No Gain?: 
Therapeutic and Relational Benefits of Subspace in BDSM Contexts,” Journal of Positive Sexuality 3, no. 3 
(2017): 44–54; Danielle Lindemann, Dominatrix: Gender Eroticism, and Control in the Dungeon (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2012). 
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BDSM precisely because it is built on situations where bodies feel distressed while there is 

simultaneously control, where desire is seen as intelligent for steering the body in 

directions it needs to go.349  

Conclusion  
 
 Intimacy is ripe with the microphysics of power. BDSM draws particular attention 

to power because the practices exist at the nexus of bodies, consent, and intimate 

vulnerability. BDSM also deliberately and strategically plays with power in a way that 

intentionally creates a differential power dynamic between practitioners. There are very 

real impacts of social power on the ways in which practitioners exist in the world in their 

bodies and this power is not eliminated in BDSM. But there are complications to strict 

linear ideas of power when it is played with in kink. Additionally, there is a salient 

historical connection between some of the symbols of BDSM and chattel slavery that is 

often ignored or disavowed by practitioners. By confronting this history, practitioners can 

cultivate more ethical practices that are able to draw on a “beside” notion of power. Robin 

Bauer’s discussion of “exuberant intimacy” is helpful here in the imagination of an 

alternative queer ethic that rejects the notion of pure egalitarian relationships.350 This 

concept allows practitioners to acknowledge power dynamics, differing social positions, 

and create an erotic value by imagining and experiencing spaces beyond hegemony. This 

is not an effort to discount the real-world systems of oppression and privilege but allows 

for space for a radical imagination of trust that permits and invites bodily access in a 

 
349 Masti Khor and Chanelle Gallant, Kink and Trauma: BDSM as Self-Care for Survivors (Toronto, ON: Self-
pub., 2012), 4.	
350 Bauer, Queer BDSM, 239. 
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manner that is unique to the relationality cultivated in BDSM other-than-sex practices. 

The particular power cultivated in consenting to the radical bodily vulnerabilities in play 

are specific to BDSM in its other-than-sex characterization.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 
 
  I began this project with a feminist commitment to gaining new understanding 

about women’s BDSM practices. As someone who identified pain as solely aversive and 

recognized the overwhelming impact of patriarchy, I was confused about the political 

implications and individual desires of women’s consensual submission. Although I had 

some experiences in the BDSM community in Toronto prior to starting this work, my 

conceptualization of kink practices was still largely characterized by feminist objections 

and mainstream understandings of kinky sex. The participants in the project led me to 

the recharacterization of some BDSM as other-than-sex. Although this is a shift from 

common readings of BDSM, other-than-sex encapsulates the root of the alternative 

relationalities that BDSM practices create for women practitioners and how these 

practices shape gendered experiences of being-in-the-world.  

 I do not discount that for many practitioners, and some participants in this 

project, BDSM is deeply sexual and tied to sexual identities and practices. The other-than-

sex characterization instead gets at the other forces that exist with BDSM encounters that 

locate expanded possibilities of bodily pleasure for women. I conclude that the vulnerable 

bodily access required by BDSM practices through the physicality, consent processes, and 

power exchange between practitioners, create a unique type of relationality between the 

bodies of practitioners. Further, this relationality allows for women’s queer other-than-

sex pleasure, which is of political importance precisely because of the historical (and 

contemporary) denial of pleasure to bodies with less social power.  
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 To begin this research, I presented a historiographical survey of the academic 

study of BDSM. This started with early definitions from sexological studies by Richard 

von Krafft-Ebing, Sigmund Freud, and Havelock Ellis.351 The initial framing of BDSM as 

pathological had a lasting impact on the ways in which BDSM was approached by 

clinicians, academics, and in mainstream representations. By extension, the stigma that 

many practitioners faced—and in many cases, continue to face—is inextricable from this 

early history. Contemporary mainstreaming of BDSM has now cautiously included it as a 

sometimes morally acceptable sexual practice (depending on who is doing it and how). 

Positioning BDSM as alternative (and somewhat permissible) sex does not actually 

succeed in a reimagination of the construction of normative sex. Instead, it slips the 

practices into a normative framework that still privileges certain practices and particular 

bodies in their access to sexuality and pleasure. 

 My work has continually asserted that BDSM practices should not be 

pathologized; however, the history of feminist controversy—and particularly the feminist 

critiques of the practices—were important to explain the theoretical foundations and 

contemporary cultural context of this project. In many ways, feminist objections reified 

the diagnosable pathology and moralized normativity that were constructed by earlier 

works about BDSM. That is, in asserting that the practices only buttress patriarchal 

 
351 See Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, with Special Reference to Contrary Sexual Instinct: A 
Medico-Legal Study, 7th ed., trans. Charles Gilbert Chaddock, (London: The F.A. Davis Co., Publishers, 1892); 
Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (1901–1905): A 
Case of Hysteria, Three Essays on Sexuality and Other Works, Vol. VII, ed. Sigmund Freud and James 
Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1953); Havelock Ellis, Studies in 
the Psychology of Sex, Vol. III: Analysis of the Sexual Impulse of Love and Pain, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: The 
F.A. Davis Co., Publishers, 1922). 
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oppression, any alignment with those desires was automatically written off as ignorantly 

(and impossibly) apolitical and a deranged symptom of internalized misogyny.352 Many of 

the participants in this project, aged 24 to 47, came to their desires in BDSM in spite of 

the impact of the narratives that the practices are anti-feminist. All of them identified as 

feminists to varying degrees and many spoke about having to do the early emotional work 

of reconciling their desires with politics as they began exploring kink practices.  

 After presenting the historiographical framework of this project, I discussed the 

impact of methodology and the importance of feminist ethnography on the research 

methods. In adherence to feminist ethnography, there was a significant impact on choices 

for the sites of research, sampling, data collection, and analysis. Women have different 

individual experiences of being in their bodies on the basis of intersectional impacts of 

power and privilege. This project was motivated by phenomenological accounts of 

women’s play not to create a universal conceptualization of a woman’s experience, but to 

be attuned to different social and physical experiences that are connected because of the 

inherently gendered experience of being-in-the-world. This includes accounting for the 

social power of bodies that is not eliminated in BDSM, starting from the ways in which 

gender is performed, ascribed, and played with.  

 BDSM provides unique circumstances that allow practitioners to expand an 

alternative relationality and radically alter their embodied being-in-the-world. Physical 

 
352 See contributions to the collections Robin Ruth Linden, Darlene R. Pagano, Diana E.H. Russell and Susan 
Leigh Star, eds., Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis (San Francisco, CA: Frog in the Well, 
1982) and Irene Reti, ed., Unleashing Feminism: Critiquing Lesbian Sadomasochism in the Gay Nineties 
(Santa Cruz, CA: HerBooks, 1993). 
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bodies create the material boundaries of individual subjectivity and by extension form the 

basis of relationality between subjects, sexual or otherwise. They are signified through the 

social, but are material, fleshy entities that merge constructed significance with embodied 

existence. Christina Crosby’s “bodymind” helped me articulate the unification and 

separation of body and mind,353 which allowed me to explore how self and subjectivity are 

constructed through boundaries as participants understood them. These boundaries are 

then intentionally and consensually violated in BDSM, making individual bodies 

vulnerable in their openness and reaching for relationality. This is particularly evident in 

practices that involve pain because of the impact of attentional bias on experiences of 

embodiment. Even though practitioners are not feeling the same sensations (as there are 

differences in delivery and receipt with tops and bottoms), there is a shared experience of 

the event of play. In the same way that I rejected Cartesian notions of body and mind 

separation, I also proposed that the construction of pain as event and the relational 

connection between bodies dismantles discrete understandings of pain as individual, 

interior, and necessarily aversive.  

 In the reimagination of sensational pain away from traditional understandings, I 

complicated discussions with considering racialized bodies and the histories of non-

consensual inflictions of pain. Racist and colonial histories continue to impact relations 

and social power, and the early origins of BDSM are rooted in these histories. 

Additionally, traditional understandings of pain are constructed on notions of gendered 

and racialized embodiment.  

 
353 Christina Crosby, A Body, Undone: Living on After Great Pain (New York: NYU Press, 2016), 198.  
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 Embodiment is gendered because of the undeniable existence of patriarchal forces 

that regulate women’s bodies in the world. This regulation happens to varying degrees 

depending on social power, and these power structures do not entirely dissolve in BDSM. 

Many participants had experiences that matched my own in pansexual spaces with cis 

men in the assumption that feminine-presenting practitioners are always submissives and 

bottoms. As evident by the participants’ accounts in this project, BDSM desire is 

constructed and manifested in complicated ways, but through the consensual negotiation 

of intimate relationality, power dynamics can be highlighted in an obvious way that are 

lived out on open and vulnerable flesh. I problematized superficial notions of consent 

precisely because they do not allow for the trust, intimacy, and vulnerabilities required by 

a conceptualization of some BDSM practices as other-than-sex. I accounted for 

frameworks of consent that have been employed to challenge the stigmatization and 

pathologization of BDSM. However, these frameworks take the form of slogans and 

outward facing concepts for outsiders and newcomers. In reality, participants accounted 

for more complicated readings of consent, depending on their existing relationship with 

the co-players, the safety of the space and the acts, and assessments of risk involved. By 

considering safety and risk through lived experiences of participants, there are significant 

complications to the yes means yes and no means no binary of communicated consent. 

The prioritization of enthusiastic verbal consent reflects mainstream understandings of 

sex and the people who are having it. Conceptualizing BDSM as other-than-sex both 

requires and allows for more robust frameworks of negotiated consent without damaging 

the political importance of articulating sexual consent against rape culture. 
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 By not discounting real-world systems of oppression and privilege, there is space 

for a radical imagination of trust that permits and invites bodily access in a manner that is 

unique to other-than-sex BDSM practices. When bodies are open and vulnerable, and the 

risks of wounding are both acknowledged and invited in a consensual way, there is a 

potential to reimagine the way bodies exist in the world and in relation to each other. 

Because pleasure has been historically denied to women (and particularly queer women), 

the notion of women’s queer pleasure has power in and of itself. Through the body-

focused practices of BDSM, women are able to consent to pleasure. Although 

complicated, requirements of consent exhibit personal power over one’s own body and 

therefore have the potential to disrupt patriarchal oppression and bodily regulation. 

Because BDSM practitioners quite literally play with the intentional manipulation of 

strategic power, it is a site that is particularly ripe with power in multivariant forms that 

are inextricably connected.  

 Many BDSM communities have been criticized for being overwhelmingly white 

and ignorant to the intersections of race and power.354 Although it seemed that there was 

a genuine effort by some queer BDSM communities for increased inclusivity, the spaces in 

this research were all a majority white. This is likely at least partially a reflection of my 

own whiteness. In the mixed-race sites of research that I engaged with, there were both 

 
354 Robin Bauer, “Transgressive and Transformative Gendered Sexual Practices and White Privileges: The 
Case of Dyke/Trans BDSM Communities,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3/4: 246–7; Robin Bauer, 
Queer BDSM Intimacies: Critical Consent and Pushing Boundaries (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); 
Ariane Cruz, “Beyond Black and Blue: BDSM, Internet Pornography and Black Female Sexuality,” Feminist 
Studies 41, no. 2 (2015): 409–36; Ada Demaj, “Touching Race Through Play: Sadomasochism, 
Phenomenology, and the Intertwining of Race and Sexuality,” Annual Review of Critical Psychology 11 (2014): 
103.  
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internal and external critiques of accessibility on the basis of race, ability, and 

socioeconomic status. Some of the symbols, language, and materials of BDSM are often 

referent to BIPOC oppression, and in particular, Black histories of chattel slavery. There is 

definite risk of holding history at a distance with willful ignorance and the silencing of 

race, despite drawing from that history for erotic sustenance. This risk is more salient in 

white majority spaces because of the embodiment of race and the social power that 

affects bodies being in the world. 

 The intimacies of relational encounters are already ripe with the microphysics of 

power. BDSM practices draw particular attention to social power because the practices 

exist at the nexus of bodies, consent, and intimate vulnerability. BDSM also deliberately 

plays with strategic power in a way that intentionally creates a differential power dynamic 

between practitioners. This does not need to be conceptualized in a necessarily 

hierarchical manner. There are very real impacts of social power on the ways in which 

practitioners exist in the world in their bodies that are not eliminated in BDSM. However, 

there is a particular “beside” conception of power cultivated in consenting to the radical 

bodily vulnerabilities in other-than-sex play. Ultimately, some other-than-sex BDSM 

practices have the potential to disrupt patriarchal social relations. These kink practices 

form alternative relationality between practitioners and create an embodied 

reorganization of pain, power, and pleasure, with new possibilities for each.  

Suggestions for Future Research  
 
 An underdeveloped area of study that should be explored in future work is the 

interaction between chronic pain and women’s kink practices. In the focus of consensual 
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pain in this work, some participants touched on experiences of chronic pain when asked 

about the difference between pain inside and outside of kink. Chronic pain affected the 

ways in which they play, whom they play with, and their general interactions with kink. 

The disability community has largely been left out of discussions of pleasure-oriented 

body practices precisely because of forces of social power that discount disabled bodies. 

In this work, I briefly touched on the ableism that persists in systemic power and 

privilege and the way some bodies are desired over others in BDSM. It would be valuable 

to address how folks negotiate their interactions with the disabled body at the 

forefront.355 The interaction of crip theory and BDSM has the potential to contribute to 

understandings of pain, including challenging able-bodied—or perhaps more 

appropriately, able-bodyminded—conceptions of both pain and consent.   

 Another area to be considered, particularly from the practitioner side of BDSM, is 

the interaction between intoxication and consent. Most existing literature has indicated 

that there is a contraindication between intoxicants and BDSM play because of the risks 

involved. In her work on sexual consent, for example, Milena Popova noted, “many kink 

and BDSM practitioners strongly advise against consuming any drugs or alcohol prior to 

or during a scene. This is partly because some BDSM activities. . . can be genuinely 

dangerous, leading to serious injury or even death if practiced carelessly.”356 Adherence to 

standards of consent are seen as different in kink because of the risk involved. Popova 

 
355 This work has been started by Stephanie Tellier, “Advancing the Discourse: Disability and BDSM,” Sex & 
Disability 35 (2017):485–93; and, Dawn Reynolds, “Disability and BDSM: Bob Flanagan and the Case for 
Sexual Rights,” Sexuality Reseach & Social Policy 4, no. 1 (2007): 40–52. However, it is still an under-
researched area. 
356 Milena Popova, Sexual Consent (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 54. 



 166 

allowed for more nuance when it came to discussions of intoxication and sexual consent 

in vanilla contexts. It is possible that the Toronto community is different in its regard of 

drug use than other studied communities in North America. However, it is more likely 

that because of the mainstream emphasis on consent in BDSM, drug use is something 

that goes unaddressed in play (whether that is the communication to researchers, or 

more troubling, between scene players).  

Final Thoughts 
 
 There definitely are BDSM practices that are sex and practitioners who include 

their identification with BDSM as intrinsic to their sexual orientation. My intention with 

this research is not to discount these experiences or feelings. Instead, I aimed to expand 

the notions of bodily pleasure and kink relational experiences as something that can be 

other-than-sex. So, while some practices of BDSM are in and of themselves other-than-

sex, there are also other-than-sex qualities that can be found in many BDSM practices 

that might otherwise be considered sex. If BDSM is only kinky sex, it limits possibilities 

for conceptualizing the relationality between practitioners. I do not subscribe to a 

normative, monogamous, or heterosexual definition of sex in this assertion. It is 

important to conceptualize sex beyond reproductive heteronormativity, but in subsuming 

BDSM as alternative sex, there is not actually any radical reconfiguration of the 

conceptualization of sex. That is, in mainstreaming, BDSM practices become allowable 

inclusions in a ‘healthy’ sex life. By limiting understanding of BDSM to kinky sex, there is 

an inherent and inextricable tie between pleasure and sex, particularly with the latter’s 

goal-oriented implications of orgasms. I instead consider BDSM as something other-than-
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sex to expand possibilities for the way women’s bodies socially, physically, and affectively 

exist in the world. If BDSM is other-than-sex, there is more potential for configuration of 

participating bodies. By decoupling the automatic association of intimacy with sexuality, 

the conception of BDSM as something other-than-sex allows for an expansion of sources 

of pleasure. Women’s queer pleasure is politically important because of its historical 

denial to non-normative bodies, and it has the possibility to disrupt patriarchal systems of 

power and oppression through vulnerable intimacy, agentic (albeit complicated) consent, 

and reimagining the organization of power and its forces. 
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Appendices 
 

APPENDIX A: Recruitment Poster 
 
PARTICIPANTS NEEDED  
 
Embodiment and Pain: The Affective, Social, and 
Physical Bodies of Women Who Participate in BDSM  
 
I am researching women’s experiences of consensual pain in the context of BDSM 
practices.  
 
If you are aged 18 years or older, self-identify as a woman, and consider yourself a 
participant in the Toronto BDSM scene, you are invited to join this project. The 
information you provide will be kept strictly confidential and will not be used for any 
other purposes besides research. I am particularly interested in including the experiences 
of BIPOC women. 
 
Participation in this project involves your participation in an audio-recorded interview 
that will be approximately 1-1.5 hours in length. The interview will take place in a place 
mutually agreed upon by the participant and the researcher.  
 
For more information or to express interest in participating in the study, please contact: 
 
Morgan Oddie  
PhD Candidate, Queen’s University  
613-532-2423 
m.oddie@queensu.ca  
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APPENDIX B: Letter of Information and Consent Form 
 

This research is being conducted Morgan Oddie for a doctoral dissertation under the supervision of 
Professor Pamela Dickey Young, in the Cultural Studies Program at Queen’s University in Kingston, 
Ontario.  
 
What is this study about?  
The purpose of this research is to examine how women’s bodily experiences are affected by consensual pain 
in BDSM. It focuses on the experiences of women from the Toronto BDSM scene.  
 
Am I eligible to participate? 
Participants must identify as women and be 18 years of age or older. If the participant knows the researcher 
personally, you must be comfortable talking to the researcher about your experiences with BDSM. 
 
What do I need to do? 
In going over the formal consent process, the researcher will clarify any parts of the project and answer any 
questions that you may have. Written consent is required. Participants will complete a 1-1.5 hours one-on-
one interview to discuss their experiences with BDSM. It will be recorded with a digital audio recording 
device.  
 
Is my participation voluntary? 
Yes. Although it be would be greatly appreciated if participants would share experiences as frankly as 
possible, you do not have to answer questions you find objectionable or make you uncomfortable. You may 
also withdraw at any time within two months of the interview, without any penalty by notifying the 
researcher in person or via telephone or email. Responses will then be removed from the project. 
 
What will happen to my responses? 
The researcher hopes to publish the results of this study, and will include quotes from some of the 
interviews when presenting findings. However, names will never be included with quotes, and quotes will 
not include information that could indirectly identify participants. During the interview, please notify the 
researcher of any material that you do not want quoted. Your responses will be coded so that only the 
researcher and her supervisor will be able to link you directly with your responses. Nobody else will have 
access to this code. The researcher will transcribe the audio recordings of your responses to maintain your 
privacy. They will be kept in a locked cabinet in her office at Queen’s University and the digital files will be 
encrypted and password protected. This data will be kept securely for 5 years after the project completion, 
at which time, it will be destroyed.  
 
Is my participation confidential? 
The researcher will take every measure possible to ensure that your identity is kept confidential and not 
revealed during the study or afterwards in publications or presentations. However, if someone else referred 
you to this project, other community members may be able to link your involvement. 
 
Is there any benefit to my participation? 
There are no direct benefits to participation in this project. However, women’s involvement in BDSM in 
Canada is a largely unexplored area in academia. Involvement in this project will help bring participant 
voices to the forefront of this discussion.  
 
Are there any risks to my participation? 
Because the experiences discussed may be personal in nature, there is a risk of emotional distress. You do 
not need to answer any questions that you do not want to. If you want to follow up with free counseling 
services, you may contact the Hassle Free Clinic #416-922-0566 (66 Gerrard Street East, 2nd Floor, Toronto, 
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ON, M5B 1G3). The clinic provides confidential, kink-friendly programs and services in their Women/Trans 
Clinic.  
 
What if I have concerns?  
Any questions about study participation may be directed to Morgan Oddie at m.oddie@queensu.ca (613-
532-2423) or Pamela Dickey Young at youngpd@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be 
directed to the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca (1-613-533-2988 if outside North America) 
 
 
“Embodiment and Pain: The Affective, Social, and Physical Bodies of Women Who 

Participate in BDSM” 
 

Researcher: Morgan Oddie (m.oddie@queensu.ca 613-532-2423) | Supervisor: Pamela Dickey Young 
(youngpd@queensu.ca)  

 
To be completed by research participant:     (Please Circle Yes or No)  
 
1. Do you meet the participation criteria of identifying as a woman, being at  Yes      No                         

least 18 years of age, and are comfortable with the nature of your relationship                                           
with the researcher? 
 

2. Have you received sufficient information to participate?     Yes  No 
    

3. Have you received and read the attached Letter of Information?     Yes  No  
 
4. Do you understand the risks involved with your participation?      Yes  No 
 
5. Have you had your questions about this study answered?       Yes  No 
 
6. Do you understand that your participation in this study is completely voluntary?   Yes  No 
 
7. Do you understand that you are free to withdraw from the study any time within   Yes  No 

two months of the interview? You do not have to give a reason.  
 
8. Do you understand that every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality   Yes  No                 

of the data now and in the future?  
 

9. Do you understand that the data may also be published in professional journals or   Yes  No  
presented at academic conferences? Any presentations will never breach  

       individual confidentiality.  
 
10. Do you give permission for the use of quotations in the dissemination of results?   Yes  No 
 
11. Would you like to review and confirm the accuracy of your transcripts?    Yes  No 
 
12. Would you like to be contacted when the final date for potential withdrawal approaches? 

 
             Yes No  

 
13. Would you like to be debriefed at the end of the project with the researcher’s general    Yes No 

findings?  



 182 

 
Please provide your preferred email address or mode of contact if you answered yes to #10, #11 or #12, or if 
you would be willing to provide further clarification of the interview, if needed: 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-
844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca (1-613-533-2988 if outside North 
America). Please keep a copy of the Letter of Information/Consent Form and return the other to the 
researcher. 

 
I have read the above statements, had all of my questions answered, and freely consent to participate in this 
research: 
 
Name (please print clearly): _______________________________________  
 
Signature:_______________________ Date: ___________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 183 

APPENDIX C: Interview Guide 
 

Sample Questions  
 

I. Introduction / Demographic Questions  
 
• How do you racially self-identify? 
• What is your occupation? 
• What is your level of education?  
• How old are you? 
• Do you consider yourself a feminist?  
• How long have you practiced BDSM?  
• How did you come to the practice? 
• Do you identify with a particular role?  
• Who do primarily play with? (i.e., their gender(s))  
 

II. Pain and Embodiment  
 
• How would you describe the role of the body in BDSM?  
• How does BDSM affect your body? Your co-players’ bodies? Bodies more 

generally? 
• What factors impact your BDSM play, especially how practices feel?  
• Is your play scripted? Can you give examples? How does this relate to how 

your body feels in play? 
• How do you decide what practices to engage it? How do those practices 

make you feel?  
• What role does power have in your play? How does this relate to power 

outside of BDSM? 
• How does consent factor into your practices? Can you give me a specific 

example? 
• Can you describe your experience with painful sensations in BDSM? How 

did the sensation feel in your body?  
• How does this differ from pain outside of BDSM?  
• How do you think gender impacts BDSM practices? Do you think being a 

woman impacts this experience? How is this different from other genders? 
 

 
III. Concluding Questions 

 
• Do you have anything you want to add that we haven’t covered? 
• Do you have any additional questions about the interview?  
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APPENDIX D: General Review Ethics Board Approval 
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