Chapter 3: Sexual plurality and 21 century kink praxes
Out of the dungeon: From theory to praxis

In the opening decades of the 21 century, subcultural spaces now show a more vibrant and
diverse landscape of sexualities than literary or theoretical accounts. In the United States, spaces
for alternative sexualities are no longer confined to private “dungeons” in major metropolitan
areas, but can be found in smaller cities and towns as well. The social media website
FetLife.com, with now over 8 million members, opened in 2008 with the options for users to
identify with over 60 built-in “role” choices. Edgy online magazines such as Vice routinely run
articles on practices from cuckolding to “balloon sex.” Practices considered risky or dangerous
“edge play” may appear in popular media, with Rolling Stone this year featuring an article on the
use of waterboarding in kink “interrogation play” (Dickson, 2019). In more mainstream news
media, in 2016, Newsweek ran an article on the health benefits of BDSM. These journalistic
accounts include both interviews with practitioners as well as summaries of research findings.

In line with Stoller’s earlier psychoanalytic observations, Beckmann (2011) has argued that
once BDSM began to be subject to research, the academic and theoretical discourses that
previously pathologized the practices no longer held. Ethnographic researchers such as Margot
Weiss (2011) have argued that any claims to “understand” BDSM de facto involve
pathologization. Given this, is or can there be any theory or theories that, instead, might map the
movements and evolutions in sexual praxis from practitioners’ accounts? In this chapter, I give
an overview of some of the changes in early 21 century sexual praxis, from BDSM to newer
forms of “kink.” While “kink,” in this description, may involve some of the power dynamics of
BDSM practices, I use this term to describe other practices that may not neatly fall under this

umbrella. Kink praxes, in particular, as I will articulate more in the next chapter, often disrupt
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and challenge Oedipal as well as even some anti-human logics articulated by psychoanalysis. In
place of power dynamics involving a human Dominant and submissive dyad, in any of its
configurations (e.g., cop-robber, football player-cheerleader, teacher-student), kink praxes may
involve more complex concatenations of animals “packs,” fictional characters, or alien creatures.
Some kink community members even identify as asexual and participate in play that involves
eroticisms of power as in hypnosis or confession play. Others may identify with “object
sexuality,” attachments to objects that can exceed notions of the “fetish” and involve more
complex affects and fantasies (Lorca, 2015).

Here, I take seriously Halperin’s (1995) claim that contemporary sexual praxis is itself a kind
of collective philosophical activity. The previous chapters serve as a way to trace some
structures of fantasy as expressed with and through BDSM praxes. Moving forward, I consider
how kink praxes may push past them on the level of collective fantasy. In line with its Victorian
beginnings, psychoanalytic discourse has historically privileged speech over action (and
certainly sexual acts). I argue that contemporary kink praxes—from negotiations through scenes
and into aftercare—involve a psychoanalytic and schizoanalytic ethic, in which ongoing speech
moves with and through fantasmatic bodies. An exploration of contemporary sexual praxis takes
it out of the walls of the clinic as well as the images of capitalist representation and into the
social. To focus only on individual descriptions of BDSM and kink practices is not enough.
Following Foucault, the result is too often a re-inscription of these praxes in repressive
discourses, a mere twist on a post-Sadean catalogue. The consideration of psychoanalytic (and
post-psychoanalytic) fantasy along with rich psychological anthropological description provides
a way towards what I will propose in Chapter Four as a haptic, fantasmatic ethnography. In this

chapter, I draw from published research and accounts of BDSM praxis as well as my own
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experiences as a cis-gender female, pansexually-identified switch to draw a dynamic map of kink

in flux.

Kinky spaces, kinky faces: Where we do what we do with whom we do it

In the late 20" century, anthropologists, sociologists and psychoanalysts who wanted to
research BDSM would go to specific clubs, dungeons or parties in major cities. Today’s kinky
spaces, in the online age, however, are more diffuse and diversified. Colloquially, many BDSM
practitioners will refer to “the kink community,” which can speak to any number of large or
small clusters of players. Dungeons, clubs, and “houses” or “chateaus,” are formal locations
often partially or exclusively dedicated to BDSM play. Other “play parties” might be held at
restaurants, bars or private establishments. Both those with experience and new to “the scene”
may meet at informal, non-sexual gatherings called “munches.” Festivals and conventions held
in hotels, resorts or campgrounds combine education, “play,” and relaxation. Each of these
spaces may be dedicated to one specific group of practitioners or any number of types of play
and players. While until very recently, much of academic research on BDSM has focused on
codified spaces for mainly white, upper-middle class practitioners, practitioners of color have
formed alternate spaces and communities across the United States, such as the black-focused
summer event Weekend Retreat or specific “munches” for kinksters of color or queer kinksters.
The diversity of players and praxes goes a long way from the imagination of Sade, Sacher-
Masoch, Reage and novels.

In this section, I’ll discuss some of the dynamics and practices that can fall under the umbrella
of what occurs in and through “The Scene” or “Community,” while keeping in mind that some

kink practitioners even challenge these terms to describe their practices. Here, I consider these,
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like even the acronym “BDSM,” as what Deleuze and Guattari’s (1983/1972) would call
“territorializations,” or formations that involve processes such as centering, totalization and some
hierarchization. In contrast, other kink practices may involve more of what Deleuze and Guattari
(1987) call “deterritorializations,” which loosen containments and create suppleness through
fragmentation, detachments, breaks and flows. As such, one territorialized acronym that is
sometimes used to refer to the broadest possible swath of practices currently in circulation is
WIITWD, which stands for “what it is that we do.” This acronym points to how active identity
production most often occurs through engagements with material practices, couplings, groupings
and encounters with others rather than static or individual descriptions.
In keeping with this, in studies of BDSM communities Margot Weiss (2006) found that her
interviewees described their subjective positions and identifications in flux. She writes:
[They] identified themselves in very specific and relational ways: pervert, master,
masochist, bottom, pain slut, switch, dom(me), voyeur, slave, submissive, pony, butch
bottom, poly perverse, pain fetishist, leatherman, mistress and daddy. For those who
identified themselves as tops, there were just plain tops, but also service tops, femme
tops, switches with top leanings and dominant tops. Furthermore, these SM orientations
are typically modified with sexual orientation (for example, het, dyke, gay, hetero-
flexible, bi, genderqueer), relationship style or dynamics (for example poly[amorous],
master/slave, TPE [total power exchange], married and interests (for example, flogging,
Japanese rope bondage, canes, pony play). (p.231-232)
Weiss notes that these types of descriptions privilege sexual fantasy or desire, emphasizing the
way people practice power relationships rather than gender or sexual orientations exclusively.

As such, BDSM practitioners often occupy more than one “role” or position, in a single

67



monogamous relationship or multiple non-monogamous or polyamorous relationships. While
the most prototypical image of a BDSM relationship involves one dominant and one submissive
partner, there are a wide variety of BDSM relationship configurations. Two “switches” in a
relationship may, for instance, change between roles depending on the scene or context. Non-
monogamy is common within BDSM praxis and one dominant partner may have multiple
submissive partners or two dominant or two submissive partners may have other individuals in
their lives with whom they “play.” Other BDSM practitioners identify as polyamorous and live
and play in various configurations. Examples include: “V” relationships in which two partners
share the same partner; “triad” relationships in which all three individuals are in relationships
with each other; four-person “quad” relationships; “constellations” of individuals with different
roles and connections; and “houses” in which a polyamorous group is often run or lead by an
individual or a couple. “House” can also be used to refer to a professional or “pay-to-play”
dungeon as well.

As such, rather than being restricted to what Deleuze and Guattari (1984/1972) call “molar”
territorializations such as those of the “couple” or “family,” many kink practices move toward
what they describe as the “molecular.” Molecular becomings, they see as promoting
investigations of nomadic and polyvocal movements they call “lines of escape” or “lines of
flight.” Writing on queer BDSM and non-monogamy, Bauer (2010) states that:

BDSM culture also provides ample opportunity to play in groups...Some group play
remains strictly couple-focused, creating an erotic atmosphere among friends, a setting
inspired specifically by BDSM fantasy worlds. For one couple comprised of two tops,
co-topping a third enables them to experience BDSM together, thus stabilizing their

primary relationship. Some interview partners are part of circles of friends who often
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play in groups together, enjoying the synergy and sharing beyond dyadic structures. The
development of such circles of friends...emerge when individuals form relationships with
more than one partner, is an important part of community building. (p. 147)
BDSM practitioners thus often form very specific types of intimacies and relationships with
different play partners. Some of these are neither romantic nor even sexual in a traditional sense,
with some individuals identifying with labels such as “brother” and “sister” to indicate protector
roles within the community. These asexual bonds can nevertheless remain committed and
intimate over many years (Bauer, 2010, p. 149).

The engagements between fantasies and their enactment varies amongst and between
kinksters. Many find in their play roles that can diverge greatly from their social worlds, while
others prefer to use these kink spaces to play with aspects of their otherwise non-explicitly-
sexualized identities. Weiss (2006) importantly notes that BDSM play, while of a different order
than non-sexualized life, either explicitly or implicitly involves elements of the cultural, national
or social. Some practitioners play with elements of their intersectional identities; others with
deeply personal trauma; others, gender or cultural traumas. Others will create fantasy persona
that they feel are as different as possible from their identities or “roles” they play outside of “the
lifestyle.” This said, even more seemingly radical derivations from personal identity—in the

context of practitioners who choose to “play” as animals or as a different age as a “little” or
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“middle”’—still involve social and cultural constructs.!® Though some of these BDSM praxes
ignore or may replicate existing social and cultural mores, others, in contrast, quite literally
“fuck” with them and, thus, may operate at the level of an act that can instantiate forms of

change at different levels of fantasy.

Playing seriously, seriously playing

The key word to understanding S/M is fantasy.
Pat Califia, Sapphistry: The Book of Lesbian Sexuality

I wouldn’t consider myself a sex worker. I consider myself a psycho-erotic worker...There’s a
lot of healing in people being accepted for their taboo.

Anonymous pro-domme, San Francisco (Lindemann, 2011)
To me when you are actually playing, it’s too real for it to be theater. At least for when I play.
What you feel is too intense for anything to be dramatic.

Anonymous male submissive, New York City (Lindemann, 2011)

To enter the world of BDSM, is to step into a world of vivid psychosexual fantasy.

Professional dungeons or play spaces can match the intricacies of amusement parks dedicated to
the opulence of BDSM. Other, less extravagant spaces also bring fantasies to light through
costumes, decorations, music and other sensory engagements. In one East Coast dungeon, when
a new client walks in, the master there says to them, simply, “I see you have BDSM deep inside

you.” This provides, in many ways, an open affective and material space for the realization of

fantasies, enactments that begin, first, with talk and communication, in the form of negotiation of

? “Little” and “middle” refer to age-based personae adopted by BDSM practitioners who play at
being younger characters or versions of themselves in a mode called “age play.” “Middles” are
pre-teen or teenaged aged characters; “littles” are playful versions of younger children. Much of
“age play” is not explicitly sexual and involves enactments of fantasies of childhood activities;
the term “dark age play” is more often used for role play involving sexual fantasy.

191n a study of professional dominatrices by Lindemann (2011), practitioners reported playing
out fantasies such as Revolutionary War scenes, being asked to wear a Hillary Clinton mask, and
re-enacting Rumplestiltskin.
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fantasies, desires, erotic hopes and dreams. Thus, the dynamics of speech, sensation and
temporality are intertwined.

As such, the discussion and work of conscious fantasy in BDSM and kink begins even before
any “scene,” with the process of negotiation. Practitioners note that BDSM scenes are unscripted
and unrehearsed. While professional dominatrices may have clients bring in a precise script, few
experienced practitioners will execute it by rote or demand. Instead, the dominatrix (or domme)
will adapt this according to her own skill and desire to maintain the power and fantasy of control
along with the element of surprise. Negotiations involve a discussion of “safewords,” or what a
bottom will do if they want to end the scene. In addition, players discuss who will do what,
along with themes, specific activities desired, “soft” and “hard” limits. Also included in
negotiations is what the bottom desires for “aftercare,” their time after the scene to rest and
emotionally, physically, psychologically and spiritually reconnect to the world. Ethical players
tend to make sure partners’ needs are met and individuals involved come away as happy as
possible. In longer-term or established dynamics, there may be occasions in which consent is not
discussed prior to each scene. Other exceptions to this are called “edge play,” in which
experienced practitioners push past the limits of safety and/or consent. I will discuss these and
their implications for praxes later in this chapter. Otherwise, players tend to adopt verbal or non-
verbal cues that establish ongoing consent and the ability to withdraw consent at any point
during the scene. Much of BDSM fiction or pornography, which does not depict consent or else,
as in Venus in Furs or 50 Shades of Grey, involves a written contract only, tends to be fantasy
and “the kinds of relationships depicted are perhaps not desirable or even possible. Many who
love these fantasies know they would hate it in reality” (Easton, 2007, p. 190). Instead, fantasies

and relationships in BDSM often build, develop and change over time.
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BDSM practitioners and kinksters note that these relationships often involve “darker” aspects
of themselves that they do not or cannot express in other contexts. Dossie Easton (2007), a
therapist and author of The Ethical Slut, describes BDSM as putting the unconscious into play.
What she might mean by this simple statement, however, is a complex question. I cite here
empirical research that brings to light the difference, described in Chapter One, between
conscious fantasy and unconscious phantasy. As a basic example, BDSM practitioners engaging
in what seem like similar behaviors on the surface may, in fact, be pursuing entirely different
fantasy experiences. A spanking scene, for one kinkster, may be a ritual atonement, where, as
for another, the set-up for a victorious triumph. Other times, one may begin a scene with one
expectation and end up discovering a new part of oneself, unknown or unconscious before
(Easton, 2007). This awareness might emerge intrapersonally, or, as Yost (2007) writes, through
a “co-consciousness in play,” in which another player becomes, through their body, aware of
another in multiplicity. Yost also describes how, in BDSM fantasies, one can become
simultaneously aware of feeling as if one is a frightened child, a concerned adult, and a
protective authority figure in the same psychic space.

While some practitioners, particularly professional dominatrices, do feel as if they enact
repetitive fantasies, this often comes at an emotional toll or cost to one or both of the players
(Lindemann, 2011). Lindemann (2011), in a study of the predominantly heterosexual
professional dungeon scene, describes how one Asian-American domme had a client who, for
each multi-hour session, would request he rub her feet, drink her urine, and that she lock him in
chastity. Despite him continually praising her and sending her money, she found the client
boring and repetitive. He often told her she was “too good” for the profession, despite her

insistence that she enjoyed what she did and was not forced to do anything. After what the
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domme described as “hours and hours of marathon scenes,” she said she “slipped” and hinted
that she was partnered to a man.

Do you think he ever saw me again? No. Because, for him, the fantasy was to support

this woman adrift in a sea of men who just want to use her and abuse her, and he was

holding me up like the angel that I was...He was just another Asian fetishist. (Loc 2457)
The dominatrix’s less-than-conscious and possibly sadistic “slip” disrupted her client’s
masochistic idealization fantasy. Her participants note that due to the exchange of money, this is
a vastly different situation than in the broader “community,” in which such inversion of power
dynamics might be described pejoratively as “topping from the bottom.” Even within this
model, however, there are dominatrices who break outside the mold. One domme in
Lindemann’s study said she told clients she would only consider their specific requests “if they
amuse me” (Loc 884). Such enactments and inversions of power structures, as such, break out of
classic formulations of the masochistic contract. In these, the shifting desire of the female top
may hold the power to hystericize the male bottom.

As a recent and radical example of this, Mistress Velvet, an African-American female domme
based out of Chicago, began requiring that her clients read black feminist theory prior to
sessions. In a Huffington Post article, Dubermann (2018) writes:

Over time, Mistress Velvet said she began ‘doing a lot of theorizing’ about the dynamics
of a black woman holding that kind of supremacy over a white cisgender man. She
began introducing black feminist theory into her sessions with clients, who’ve told her
that their relationship in that space has impacted their behavior outside it...Just allowing
them to be submissive doesn’t always allow for the more drastic shift in the framework

and thinking that [ want. (p. 3)
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Mistress Velvet mobilizes her clients’ fantasies of 24/7 female dominance, regardless of their
underlying motivations, for individual and social change. She notes that she does not ask for
permission or feedback regarding these readings and believes, as she says later in the interview,
that “it really makes them idolize me on a different level” (p. 16). She also advocates for BDSM
topping as a form of emotional reparations for black femme women.

Lindemann (2011) also notes that pro-dommes often refuse to provide fantasy “menu-style”
but rather, craft their own adventures through fantasy and an intersubjective re-envisioning of
what the clients give them. Tops may, through an awareness of their own and the bottom’s
fantasies, decide upon a spontaneous action within pre-negotiated limits that changes the
direction of the scene. They will also use various forms of symbolization to remove constraints
and explore otherwise inaccessible thoughts and emotions (Turley, Monro, & King, 2017).
Lindemann’s (2011) dommes noted that it was “necessary to be able to handle the disjuncture
between abstract fantasy and physical reality of what a client will enjoy...[to] question clients’
requests, particularly the ‘whatever you want,” request, rather than accepting them at face value
and behaving accordingly” (Loc 1615). One domme gave the example of a client who came in,
in a manner similar to the now infamous legal case in Germany,'! with the request to be killed
and eaten. Instead, she negotiated with him a role play in which he was tied up, his hand placed
in a slow cooker, then the heat turned up to warm. The domme then chopped up vegetables,

made soup, and ate it together with the submissive. Whereas some kink practices may serve to

"' Tn the case, Armin Meiwes was convicted of the murder of Bernd Brandes, who had responded

to an ad Meiwes had placed online looking to meet a "young well-built man, who wanted to be
eaten” (Harding, 2003).
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productively sever bonds, this scene, might be said to maintain and preserve life instincts over
death instincts. For such scenes, Dossie Easton (2007) writes that:
The other person...provides a mirror in which we can see ourselves in new ways...These
scripts often start out looking like trauma and end up somewhere else, in sex, in love, in
comfort, in orgasm. S/M works by eroticisizng these dark stories. We bring traumas into
consciousness and into the flow of eros and give them a healing injection of the life force.
(p- 23)
Henkin (2007) describes differences between fantasies that stay within a circular or autistic loops
versus those in which practitioners make interventions. She writes that fantasies without any
“feedback or new information...may please the fantasizer over many months or years...but
neither psychological process nor growth is likely” (p. 237). Following this, an intervention, a
change, an act, potentially a rupture or cut, must occur in order to reach the unconscious rather
than remain at the level of conscious fantasy.

Nowhere is this dynamic more explicit than with BDSM players who engage in ethical
trauma play. This type of BDSM play, most likely to occur in feminist and/or queer kink spaces,
involves re-enactments or re-envisionings of previously traumatic experiences, with an eye
toward witnessing and new emergences. Scenes can get practitioners in touch with embodied
memories in which survivors can feel less shame over their connection to real life events. In
interviews with practitioners, Hammers (2013) looks at the ways survivors “‘undo’ somatic
dissociation” through BDSM. One interviewee in Hammers’ study, a therapist herself, stated
that:

Before, I was living with pain. This was a type of pain that kept me down. Emotional and

physical pain, which made me feel insecure and worthless. Since getting into kink my
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whole life has changed|...]The pain has shifted. It is still there[...]But now I speak the
pain, control the pain. Shifting this pain has also made it so that I’'m no longer numb
[sexually]. I have desire again, I feel again][...]I had to embody this stuff in order to really
get it[...]I needed to somehow experience some of these things I had endured to start
connecting the dots of how I gave my power away, how it was taken, how to get it back
and how, in this moment I’m doing it by choice. It’s flipping a switch of *“Oh right I
didn’t have the choice then, I do now, I choose this.”” There is a clear difference between
how I was pre-kink and now when it comes to how I feel in my body. It is no longer
foreign. The numbness, I wouldn’t say it has completely disappeared but there is feeling
again. Sexually I'm awake to my desires. (p. 10-11)
Interviewees in Hammers’ study brought up the importance of aftercare and the sharing of public
responsibility as key elements in changing the repetitions of their fantasies. Through shared
enactments, they reported experiencing, more clearly, divisions between self and other, as they
moved through pain. At the same time, they noted that such work was not possible in all kinky
spaces, particularly ones which involved the male gaze. In these instances, though, women were
able to witness and feel that they could emerge differently, with more awareness, particularly of
their own desires, relationships to power and sexual fantasy.

As an illustration of some of the previously mentioned aspects of fantasy and contemporary
BDSM, I provide here an example from my own history. After attending a kink convention and
watching a demonstration on interrogation play, I sought out a genderqueer top with shared
interests in the local community to discuss the possibility of doing such a scene together. We
met at a restaurant to discuss what we each wanted out of the scene. I wanted to gain from it a

sense of my own mental resilience; they specialized in scenes with those assigned female at birth
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involving what they called “forced self-esteem.” I discussed my hard limits: no permanent
scarring, nothing that evoked specific aspects of prior trauma or physical abuse in my history.
They asked about some things they would like to do as a top: I consented to all of these with the
exception of “dental play.” They then asked if they could verbally threaten to use dental torture.
I said yes. The top asked about any physical limitations or medical issues as well as what I
would require for aftercare. We then agreed that they would send me an address and I would
arrive at a designated time, no questions asked. When I did, I was bagged over my head, brought
to a basement, placed in multiple forms of bondage in front of a mirror. The top used various
techniques to try to force me to say negative things about myself. I resisted, even when pushed
to extreme physical duress. At the end of our scene, they asked how I would like to end the
scene, sexually, and I told them my specific desire.

This scene ended up being evocative for me over time in ways I did not recognize prior or
during its execution. Previously in my history, I was used to being hostilely questioned and told
negative things about myself. This was not something I had previously discussed with the top,
nor was I specifically or consciously thinking about this part of my history when I approached
them. I had specifically approached this top, as I had heard positive things about their
commitment to women, trans* and gender-non-conforming folx’s self-esteem and social justice
issues. At the same time, I had also heard they were an “edge player” and I knew their craft
inspired feared in many. As a survivor, I felt, afterwards, both physically and psychologically
strong, not giving in to negative pressure and denying what I otherwise experienced as more
pervasive self-criticism and superego demands. Finally, and perhaps with the most lasting

effects, in the world of non-sexualized fantasy, the top and I began a photographic, poetic and
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essayistic reflection that emerged from the scene.'> While we did not discuss, in an aetiological
way, why we liked what we liked, we continued, through our dialogue, to unravel and make more
explicit what had happened to us in the past, what we thought, felt, experienced, and what we
continued to want and do.

While trauma play provides perhaps the clearest example of these kinds of interventions,
most play does not explicitly tarry with fantasy in this way. Fantasy play of all types, as Dossie
Easton (2007) notes, has the ability to build upon desires, over time. Turley, King and Butt
(2011), in a structural phenomenological study, found that in order for BDSM play to be
satisfying for practitioners, it needed to “contain elements of believability and genuineness” (p.
131). They wrote that “participation in BDSM enables a temporary escape into a world of
fantasy, provided that there is a sense of authenticity present in that fantasy” (p. 132). This
authenticity could be a connection with a non-human world, a fictional fantasy space, an age-
based regression, or an other “alternative reality, where, through creativity, anything is possible”
(p. 132). Practitioners, while noting parallels with therapy, are conscientious to distinguish
their work from therapy, noting it instead as “therapeutic.” In Philosophy in the Dungeon, Jack

Rinsella (2006) writes that, “Good scenes improve our self-image, build stronger relationships,

and give us a sense of self-acceptance and inclusion” (Loc 2085).

12 From the opening segment of a poem that emerged, entitled interrogatives: In the dingy realm
of the deity,/naivete stumbles, seeking truth,/solid, a metal chair upon which to brace/herself
against herself/faced with something else, not herself,/to whom or which to answer/now, to be
accountable,/to count or add, to make some sense/of 24 and 39/who she is and want she
wants/and oh, such other simple things.
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At the same time, other practitioners find narrative assertions of “improvement,” “building”
and “health” unappealing, carrying an implicit assumption that BDSM “should” have such
outcomes. These narratives, some argue, re-inscribe BDSM into neoliberal discourses that they
wish or remain outside. Likewise, as current events involving legal challenges to FetLife.com
indicate, the broad and diverse world of what goes under the umbrella of the “kink community”
is hardly a utopian paradise of free play and sexuality. Its subculture shows, in places, similar
issues as the broader world its users inhabit. The website managers have been accused of asking
users not to report abuse or consent violations. Also recently, after a kidnapper searched a forum
called “Abduction 101” for information to conduct a non-BDSM related criminal abduction,
hundreds of fetishes, some common within the community, were removed from online
discussion. While, as Jannis Tenbrink notes, “In the BDSM scene, the top priority of anyone
who is not a criminal is consent for everything that happens, for everyone who’s involved” (de la
Cretaz, 2017), online environments offer no such shared code of conduct and do not separate
experienced, known practitioners from novice or curious users.

That said, some long-time FetLife users were disappointed by the wholesale decision to
remove fetishes such as “consensual non-consent” (Kale, 2017). In the enactment of such
fantasies, players may give consent “without foreknowledge of the exact actions planned”
(Kinkapedia, as cited in Sasha, February 21, 2018). Engagement in such fantasies is described
by some as a psychological openness, loss of control, or deepening of intimacy between BDSM
partners, particularly within an ongoing formal dynamic (Sasha, February 21, 2018).
Practitioners nonetheless still strongly advise the use of safewords. Some individuals, however,
may wish to play without safewords for particular periods of time or in the context of a longer-

term committed relationship. These practices push and beyond the realm of the common

79



acronym RACK (“risk aware consensual kink™) or the newer 4Cs paradigm involving “Caring,
Communication, Consent and Caution.” As a slightly different paradigm to describe the ethics
of “consensual non-consent,” some practitioners adopted the acronym PRICK for “Personal
Responsibility, Informed Consensual Kink™ to emphasize education as well as agency and
decision in engaging in risky behavior (Sasha, February 21, 2018; www.kinkly.com, n.d.).

In an article on radical feminist edge play and feminine submission “beyond safety,”
Dymock (2012) argues for the importance of subjects’ ability to consent to acts beyond the limits
of the Law in BDSM praxis. Dymock cites examples of drowning scenes or erotic asphyxiation
as part of an ethic. In her theoretical explication—a rare find in academic literature, combining
psychoanalytic theory, legal considerations and real-world BDSM praxis—Dymock advocates
for spaces for non-narrative self-shattering. She opposes her reading to healing or therapeutic
narratives, asserting that female subjects may have desires other than wholeness or tenderness
and, too, seek a prohibitive promise of a beyond. Dymock argues against fantasies of coherence
in BDSM praxis and cites a desire to go beyond pleasure in the pursuit of jouissance as an
element of women’s edgework. Dymock expresses that these aspects of BDSM praxis break
even what Lacan reads as the defence structure of fantasy, as she writes that they “cannot be
assimilated into the ego through identification...an excess of jouissance, unsupported by object
and fantasy, that a masculine and phallic structure cannot reach.”

Dymock’s considerations of Other jouissance, bring into focus the question of self-
transcendence and spiritual experience in BDSM praxis (Baker, 2016). Drawing from traditions
prior to Sade and Sacher-Masoch, some contemporary BDSM practitioners identify spirituality
as not antithetical but rather a key part of their praxis. Certain practitioners see themselves as

performing magical rites through their work while others consider themselves modern day
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shamans, drawing from Taoist, Pagan, Occult and other traditions. In Raven Kaldera’s books on
BDSM, he writes about BDSM as an “ordeal path,” in which initiates surrender themselves to
visionary experiences to develop deeply personal and lasting senses of meaning. A practice
called Dark Tantra involves breath play, resilience and the sharing of power between top and
bottom (Carrellas, 2012), including deep meditative states and orgasm. Other practitioners draw
from ideas around sex magic as a form of prayer or notions around accessing Kundalini energy.
In Baker’s (2016) words, these experiences open practitioners “emotionally, physically and
psychologically, to a new level beyond their normal expectations and perceived limitations” (p.
6).

These forms of collective rituals involve both personal and cultural fantasies, ecstasy and
transcendence. While earlier 20™ century forms of sex magick involved cult-like figures such as
Aleister Crowley in the Golden Dawn or Anton LaVey and his Church of Satan, contemporary
orgiastic rituals are instead developed by groups of individuals and not overseen by any one
person. I think here of a ritual I witnessed at a kink festival in which three individuals with
hooks on their backs dragged a log around a large fire pit. People gathered around shouting
memories or experiences associated with negative emotions such as anger and shame at or “into”
the log. Drummers on the side of the pit slowly began a thumping beat as the ritual kinksters
continued to pull. As the pace of the drums sped up, people began dancing around the fire in a
circle, with some breaking off to perform sexual acts in the bushes or the side of the fire. At the
end of the ritual, the hooks were removed from the backs of the individuals pulling the log and
the wood thrown into the fire. The revelers continued to dance as the ritual pullers were
provided aftercare. Those who wished for a permanent memento of the ritual were invited to the

side to be branded with a “sigil,” a symbol considered to have magic power.
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Writers on BDSM have described such practices as “contemporary shamanisms” that, like
Tantric practices that seek “detachment from rules of morality,” involve an “ongoing process of
initiation” (Beckmann, 2013, p. 109) for all players in a scene. In Philosophy in the Dungeon, a
book based upon his experience as a practitioner, Jack Rinella (2006) writes of “topspace” that,
“Topping is a pathway that allows me to enter an altered (sacred) space....a significant part of
this variety of topping is the act of worship. The power given to me by my partner and the
control that I therefore legitimately and consensually exercise helps me to recognize my
divinity” (Loc 1957). In a research study of the experiences of “topspace” and “subspace,”
Miller and Devon (2003) write of the former that it involves “intense focus, clarity of thought, a
sense of extreme power or high energy” (p. 230). Subspace, in contrast, like masochism,
involves “diminished ego awareness, less active cognitive behavior, surrendering of will.” In
Sensuous Magic, practitioner Pat Califia (1994) describes these states of intensities as “SM
orgasms” or “the reaching of an emotional, psychological or spiritual state of catharsis, ecstasy,
or transcendence during an S/M scene without having a genital orgasm” (p. 151).

Whereas Sade’s libertines befell the fate of always remaining outside and yet circumscribed
by a master discourse, the contemporary attentiveness to radical difference, otherness and the
particularity of transcendence distinguish this moment in BDSM praxis. While playing with the
enjoyment in and of power dynamics, practitioners also, through communication and care,
maintain what, ontologically, can constitute a flat, non-hierarchical plane of what Langdridge
(2007) describes as:

...bodies speak[ing] to each other...through the transfer of flesh and fluid, power and
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emotion: speaking outside language and offering that rare thing...a highly refined
version of moments...wherein the particularity of such experiences is raised to a fine art.
(p. 101)
BDSM praxis might then be considered as a way to move beyond or through identifications to
what Beckmann (2013) calls “a creation of anarchy within the body, where its hierarchies, it
localizations and designations, its organicity, if you will, is in the process of disintegration” (p.
114). “The body,” here, I believe, applies not only to the singular “body,” but also the larger

body of the social or socius, and its multiplicities of gendered, raced and dis/abled subjectivities.

Reconfiguring the body: Queer, critical race and disability perspectives
I definitely use SM to explore gender...because being in a role is almost always a gender thing
one way or another and I think just the understanding of role and fantasy...gender is such a
natural extension. I think diversity in my own internal community of being happens through
SM. As I recognize different roles in myself, that’s an experience of diversity. So if that’s
something that people are exploring individually, then in the community that would probably be
reflected|.]
Firesong, transmasculine, genderqueer (in Bauer, 2010)

When engaging in BDSM, practitioners have the chance to move in and out of various roles.
Some of these are not only those traditionally considered to be of the dimension of sexual
fantasy, but also involve aspects and elements of their intersectional identities outside of BDSM
and kink praxis. Particular BDSM and kink subcultures thus provides “safe spaces” for what
Yost and Hunter (2012) describe as “collective identity activities” involving gender, race, and
dis/ability. In some forms of BDSM praxis, practitioners might move through or become
different aspects of identities (Easton, 2013) or have the chance to experience aspects of their

identities that they presumed static as “chosen and changeable” (p. 33). These identity activities

need not be limited to existing discursive categories, but, in producing new possibilities,
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constitute what Newmahr (2011a) calls a “creative epistemological approach to the social
world.” Sisson (2013) pushes this idea further, stating that BDSM identity production “mocks
the concept of a unitary, fixed identity...by facilitating particpants’ adoption of various
functioning S/M roles” (p. 34). In other words, many BDSM practitioners would not state that
they have only one or “an” identity, even at any given point in time, nor need this identity
necessarily ever be a “stable” one.

Queer BDSM and kink spaces provide many examples of this. Bauer (2010) writes in an
article “Playgrounds and New Territories—The Potential of BDSM Practices to Queer Genders,”
offer spaces for individuals to play with “activities that aim at creating non-coherent gender
expressions” (p. 186). In differentiating queer BDSM praxes from mainstream or dominant
ones, Teresa, one of Bauer’s participants, describes how:

...the SM community that I experience is a community of other folks who understand
what it feels like to be nonconsensually dominated or oppressed, queers and trannies and
sex workers and people of color and working class, poor folks who understand that our
gender’s a creative response to our oppression. And our sexuality’s a creative response
and a healthy response. (p. 195-196)
Typically, these queer spaces attract folx in the queer and dyke+ community and, as such,
involve expression more diverse than more “high protocol” gay and lesbian leather or butch-
femme communities. Practitioners play with different gender roles that may vary from scene to
scene and may even incorporate gendered elements discovered in play into their non-BDSM-
specific lives.
In his documentary, “Sexing the Transman,” Buck Angel interviews transmasculine folx

about their gender identities as well as their sexual and romantic relationships. The documentary
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participants speak about the changes they experience in and through their bodies and even, at
times, in excess of the particular materialities of their bodies. For instance, a modestly fit trans*
man may, through playing with a smaller genderqueer “boi,” embody a more “macho” persona,
as if he had larger muscles. Another may orgasm with and through a fantasmatic penis. The
documentary interviewees speak about moving from feelings of loneliness, desperation and
sometimes even suicidality to feeling more validation and security in their transitions. They
specifically describe these changes when playing with partners who experientially recognize
them in their fantasmatic bodies, through a kind of visual-haptic-emotive and transsubjective
field. The documentary switches between traditional interview style, sex education,
intimate/erotic moments and pornography as the interviewees stress the importance of
specifically sexual praxis and sexual fantasy on their gender expression.
In a qualitative study of the international, queer, dyke+ community, a loose network of
associations of “femmes, butches, trans boys and men, dyke boys, genderqueers and
transwomen...complimented by identities assumed just for play,” Bauer (2007) observed that:
A number of members of members of this community have assumed gender identities
that transgress the binary gender system such as genderqueers. While genderqueers do
not identify as either men or women, they do not conceive of themselves as in the middle
of the spectrum or androgynous. Their gender is rather fluid, shifting and multiple at the
same time, which means that their positioning within a variety of genders depends on the
context. (p. 185)

As such, at a queer kink festival or gathering, it is not uncommon for folx with long beards, for

instance, to identify with the pronoun she. “Femmes” may wear strap-ons, with long hair and

pair suit jackets with billowy skirts. In one study, Taylor and Ussher (2001) found that it was
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common for such SM practitioners to identify their praxis with the theme of “dissidence.” In
Bauer’s (2007) study, one participant who was identified only as “Lola” said:
Say two femme women are topping two boys, then sit down and life up their skirts and
the boys suck their dicks. That’s very political to me. Because that’s fucking with the
whole set up of how you expect things to be, how things are portrayed in society, who
has the dick, all that. That’s really taking back power and shifting it around and doing all
sorts of stuff to it...The act of doing it is political, the act of seeing it is political. (p. 189)
In this sense, queer practitioners, perhaps more so than BDSM practitioners who keep their
praxes confined to the bedroom or dungeon, express a more conscious awareness of the
intertwining roles of the fantasmatic body, the visual and language in their praxes. Negotiations
often involve crucial discussions regarding how practitioners wish for their bodies to be seen and
experienced through sexual praxis. Psychic reality, in the Freudian sense, becomes material as
body parts are recoded and sometimes even given new language.

Bauer (2013), in another article, looks at the intersection of queer BDSM and non-
monogamies. While other BDSM practitioners do practice non-monogamy, their relationships
often take the form of rule- and role-based structures (Kaldera, 2010). Bauer reads queer BDSM
non-monogamies, particularly in the international dyke+ communities, as having more fluid, less
defined structures, in which practitioners interact with others in particular groupings or couplings
and then disband. These kind of “relationship anarchies” thus invite multiplicities or what
Deleuze and Guattari (1983) call “assemblages” that operate through “points of connection, of
disjunction, of conjunction of flows whose libidinal terms a properly unconscious investment

they translate” (p. 293).
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Queer BDSM also, in privileging sexual diversity, also leads to, at times, a radical
attentiveness to particularity. As Pat Califia (1979/2000) writes, S/M roles need not be linked to
one’s—or, at times any—specific gender, sexual orientation, race or class. Along with a
multiplicity of sexes, thus, comes a multiplicity of subjectivities. In radical shifts in naming, the
play personae adopted by individuals might, as Lindemann (2011) describes, become “linked to
particular practices in the Scene the way Andy Warhol might be associated with pop art of James
Joyce with stream-of-conscious fiction” (Loc 2085). The specificity of queer BDSM
subjectivities, thus, might also be linked to the loose knot of the sinthome.

Writers considering the intersection of disability and BDSM sexualities have posited that
these subjectivities, may also, in their own ways, be “queer” in their disruptions and
transgressions. As Shildrick (2006) writes, disability poses “like alternatives to
heterosexuality...probing questions about the nature of [Western] societies, both in terms of their
organization and their social imaginaries” (p. 15). Like Edelman’s sinthomosexual, the disabled
kinkster challenges relationship based upon empathy and identification. Hay (2016) writes that
while for some individuals with disabilities, BDSM is just another facet of life in which to
negotiate accommodations, for others, it serves to invert expectations as well as social dynamics.
Hay’s article features an interview with Lyric Seal, a.k.a. Neve Be(ast), a black transgender
artist, activist and adult performer born with scoliosis and amyoplasia being pulled in their
wheelchair by animal-costumed folx attached to rope harnesses crawling on all fours. Lyric Seal
asks:

When I imagine sexual situations, I sometimes wonder: Does this contradict this other
part of who I am? If I want to bottom in a certain way does that betray the other aspects

of my identity in which I am oppressed? Then I remind myself that no, these identities
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are all inside the same person. So that helps me grow as a person and helps me
understand how three-dimensional other people are. (p. 14)

This kind of critical reflexivity in Lyric Seal’s praxis allows for transgressive enactments of
fantasy that may even, in the realm of the visible, seem in conflict with a liberation politic. The
disabled subject cannot disavow, as other subjects may do, the fragmentary nature of the body
and dependency on the Other. “Crip” BDSM praxis thus makes visible fantasies that Shildrick
(2006) argues “had been previously sidelined as politically inessential” and calls for “an enquiry
directed inward as well as engaging with material realities” (p. 15). It has, then, the capacity to
queer BDSM by revealing other bodies’ dependency on others and the material world.

Scholarship by contemporary black feminist theorists has also explored the implications
BDSM and kink praxes hold for critical race theory. In her recent book, Sensational Flesh:
Race, Power and Masochism, Amber Jamilla Musser (2014) argues for feminism, queer theory
and critical race theory to engage with pleasure and masochism through the body. Musser writes
about how fantasies of the boundless jouissance of the black Other can be seen even “in the
world of S&M [where] we find this mix of blackness, masculinity, and perversion in the
pervasive stereotype of the black butch top” (p. 55). She unpacks assumptions made by white
lesbians that women of color, regardless of their desires, are butch as well as tops. In this way,
the black masculinized “butch,” like the black man, is made to be a scapegoat for a cultural
fantasy (p. 54-55). Musser reads masochism as a challenge to as well as extension of notions of
subjectivity, difference, freedom and representation. At the end of her book, Musser writes
about Mollena Williams, an African-American BDSM activist and educator and recent
International Ms. Leather, who calls herself “The Perverted Negress.” Williams is openly in a s-

type relationship with a dominant white man and has given lectures and demonstrations at
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BDSM conferences on the dynamics of what goes by the name of “Race Play.” Williams defines
race play as “any type of play that openly embraces and explores the (either ‘real’ or assumed)
racial identity of the players within the context of a BDSM scene. The prime motive in a ‘Race
Play’ scene is to underscore and investigate the challenges of racial or cultural differences” (as
quoted in Musser, p. 173). Musser (2014) follows this by stating that “though there are
numerous possible ways to enact race play, the foregrounding of historical circumstances of
oppression remains constant” (p. 173).

Many BDSM communities and festivals will not openly permit race play due to its potential
to be not only misunderstood by many, but traumatizing for people of color. While as Ariane
Cruz (2016) notes, while there are BDSM practitioners of color who do not consider critical race
as part of their praxis, many, if not most do consider, in their kinky and non-kinky relationships,
the intersection between race and sexuality. Cruz argues for a consideration of the racialization
of sexuality, the queerness of blackness as well as BDSM, and, like Mistress Velvet, perversion
as a mode of becoming for black women. Like Mollena Williams, she opens a space for the
exposure of the deviance of cultural domination. In a Lacanian reading, the shock and horror
expressed at race play would be the jouissance of respectability politics, in which individuals and
groups “politely” pretend that such types of racial domination do not occur in the public sphere.
For Williams, African-Americans taking agency and engaging consciously in race play reveals
the sexualized fantasies underlying otherwise mystified aggression by, “‘rocking people’s
worlds: intervening in the social world by smacking it ‘upside the head” (as quoted in Musser,
2014, p. 177). In a space in which bodies shocked by electricity, burned by fire, and people
wrestling in blood are not considered beyond the norm, African-Americans engaging in race play

still hold the power to transgress. This speaks to race play’s uncomfortably close engagement
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with ongoing dynamics of power and oppression. With this type of S/M Elizabeth Freeman
(2006) asks if we might “risk claiming the most monstrous—some would say—mode of bodying
forth a past we can barely look in the face” (p. 135).

With regard to her experiences of racialized trauma, her particular jouissance, and its beyond
in desire, Williams says: “It is not blasphemy to want to touch that wound. You can’t heal
something in your soul by letting it remain in its original state of pain. It HAS to be touched.
Otherwise, it will never heal” (as quoted in Musser, 2014, p. 175). Williams retains her choice
whether or not to touch that wound and in what situations. To be touched, here, in the context of
BDSM praxis, is more than metaphor: The touch here is physical, haptic. This touch might be
thought to operate through prohibition or what Derrida calls “the Law of tact,” the prohibition
which brings to the realm of touch precisely what it prohibits. In this instance, here, the
prohibition is that of daring to touch, open and make visible the intergenerational wounds of
slavery and colonialism through masochism, abjection and shame.

In his critique of Oedipus, Fanon looks to the way that European, patriarchal colonialism was
used to pathologize the black family and black sexuality in and through white colonialist fantasy.
To be outside of Oedipus in colonial culture was to be, in Musser’s (2014) words, “imbued with
shame and bad feelings” (p. 107). As such, in my reading, the mere notion of race play brings up
not the usual trope of white neoliberal guilt, but the deeper embodied and un-languaged feeling
of white cultural shame and the shameful actions of colonial oppression. Race play thus exposes
the libidinal nature of such “scenes of subjection” that were always already public, now
resignified. This break, this excess can, thus, instantiate a break for a kind of transformative
politic. In an intersection queer reading, Jose Esteban Munoz argues against Edelman’s anti-

futurity politic, writing that: “The future is queerness’s domain...The here and now is a prison
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house. We must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think
and feel a then and there” (as quoted in Musser, p. 107). What futurity, then, might BDSM

praxis hold for theory’s beyond?
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Chapter 4: Philosophy outside the bedroom: toward haptic, fantasmatic ethnographies of sexual
praxis

Intimacies in multiplicity
Because it feels good; because it gives me an erection; because I’'m sick...because I was
different...because of my parents; because of doctors and nurses; because they tied me to the
crib so I wouldn’t hurt myself; because I had awful stomach-aches and holding my penis made it
feel better; because I felt like I was going to die; because it makes me feel invincible; because
it’s in my nature; because it’s against my nature; because it’s fun; because it flies in the face of
what’s normal (whatever that is); because I’m not normal; because my parents loved me even
more when [ was suffering; because I was born into a world of suffering; because surrender is
sweet....because it is an act of courage...because I’m proud of it.

Bob Flanagan, Why?
[W]hat...would it take to maintain the multiplicity of the erotic? To produce an erotic
multiplicity that could enliven not only black female bodies, but others, I suggest we shift

sensational registers and, to this end, think of the erotic as a polyphony of voices.

Amber Jamilla Musser, Sensational Flesh: Race, Power and Masochism

While research work in BDSM studies begins to tentatively break the link between sexual
expression and pathology, theoretical narratives of BDSM are also becoming subject to
decolonization as well. Queer authors have explored and continue to explore the possibilities for
ethical sadism while critical race and feminist authors view the radical potentiality of sensation
through masochism. Likewise, I argue, praxes outside the umbrella of BDSM—kink and non-
human becomings—hold different potentials as well. While some practitioners might call for a
doing away with theory altogether, in this chapter, I argue against this, as I believe the
underlying dynamics of BDSM and kink may not only illustrate or mirror currents in post-
structuralist thought, but also inspire creative operations beyond the material specificity of sexual
praxis. In this chapter, I move towards psychoanalysis’ beyond in the work of Deleuze and

Guattari, Bracha Ettinger, and queer psychoanalytic theorists. Foucault and, following him,
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Halperin, make an argument that fist-fucking is the only new sexual practice of the 20" century,
which, I believe to believe absurd in its conflation of content and process. Contrary to this, I
argue that awareness and discussion of fantasy and trauma has dramatically altered sexual praxis.
The temporality of contemporary BDSM praxis, from negotiations to aftercare and the mutability
of relational assemblages, moves beyond Foucault’s repressive hypothesis. As what bodies write
about sex changes, so, too does sexual praxis change, opening new ways of thinking-doing
philosophy. After Sade, contemporary kink, I argue, is a philosophy beyond the bedroom, an
ethic of sex that need not be secret or private, yet still retain an ethic of intimacy. This intimacy

goes beyond the dyad or the triad, into Deleuze and Guattari’s “rhizomatic,” predicated on the

creative and non-Oedipal logics of sexual difference.

Schizoanalytic interventions: Deleuze, Guattari, and the production of subjectivities

In the opening pages of Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari (1983) write that as a model for
analysis, “A schizophrenic out for a walk is a better model than a neurotic lying on an analyst’s
couch. A breath of fresh air, a relationship with the outside world” (p. 2). Taking up and
following what the authors see as the revolutionary aspects of Freudian and psychoanalytic
thought in work by Klein, Reich and Lacan, they explore the possibilities in tracing the
productions and productivity of the unconscious in “desire, the social, and nothing else” (p. 29).
They critique psychoanalysis for its attempts to domesticate desire and reject the notion of
sexuality as a link back to family dynamics. Instead, they read sexuality as an action that creates
through production. Though many position Deleuze and Guattari’s work against psychoanalysis,
I argue, along with other contemporary critics, that their work does not constitute a radical break
from its philosophical foundations, more with its practices in late capitalism. What they posit,

instead, is akin to a psychoanalysis in extension, in its movements and extra-clinical praxes.
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Instead, I believe that what Deleuze and Guattari call schizoanalysis expands, through its
attentiveness to the affective-material, what a psychoanalysis can more than say, do. In
Chaosmosis, Guattari (1995/1992) writes of this as an “ethical choice,” in not “objectify[ing],
reifying[ing] or scient[izing] subjectivity...on the contrary, we try to grasp it in the dimension of
its processual creativity” (p. 13). In this section, I will provide an overview of key concepts in
the Deleuzoguattarian system. Philosophical concepts for Deleuze and Guattari are not idealist
notions, abstracted from function. In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari (1994) define
philosophy as “the art of forming, inventing and fabricating concepts” rather than
“contemplate[ing], reflect[ing] or communicat[ing]” (p. 2).

In contrast to psychoanalytic descriptions involving sublimation and repression, Deleuze and
Guattari seek to demystify sex and sexual praxis: For them, sexuality is social; as in
psychoanalysis, it is everywhere, yet on what Lacan might call the “extimate” or intimate
surface. In Anti-Oedipus (1983/1972), they write that sexuality involves “not one or even two
sexes, but n sexes” (p. 296), by which they mean that there can be any—possibly an unlimited
number—of different sexes, sexualities, or sexual subjectivities, all of which involve material
practices, couplings and encounters, such as those in BDSM praxis. Clare Colebrook (2009)
clarifies this point in her article “Queer Vitalism” in which she writes:

To say, as Deleuze and Guattari do, that we are composed of a thousand tiny sexes is to
place race, politics, history and sexuality within, not between or among, individuals. Any
body’s desire and therefore its relation to other bodies’ desires, is composed of multiple
and divergent series. My relation to other sexes may have familial determining points;
one might relate to something like ‘masculinity’ through the image one has of one’s

father. But every father, in turn, presents a certain racial, economic, political and sexual
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complex. (p. 87)
Deleuze and Guattari conceive of each of these “tiny sexes” in a machine-like manner, in which
“flows” of libido and desire move. Here, we can harken back to the example of Lyric Seal in the
previous chapter, with their multiple and often co-occurring and yet conflicting identifications.
Also returning to the example of Bob Flanagan, the performance artist with cystic fibrosis, one
author writes that that the community of which he was a part saw “the human body as consisting
of infinite variations” and suggests that “the flexibility of BDSM philosophies offers an
additional explanation of why BDSM may be an important activity for people with disabilities
who elect this lifestyle” (p. 44).

As opposed to psychoanalytic emphases on castration, repression, sublimation and lack, their
concept of desire and sexuality is Eros-oriented.!? Libidnal energy and investments become
motor forces for social productions: There is, for them, no desexualization, anywhere, of the
libido. It is only, they write, “through a restriction, a blockage and a reduction that the libido is
made to repress its flows in order to contain them in the narrow cells of the type ‘couple,’
‘family,” ‘person,’ ‘objects’” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983/1972, p. 293). Oedipus is but one myth
among many possible myths, a kind of mapping or “territorialization” of desire, a cordoning off
of many possible myriad points of connection. Deleuze and Guattari’s critique of psychoanalysis
is an objection to Oedipus as a foundational myth for analysis. They write:

By boxing the life of the child within the Oedipus complex, by making familial relations
the universal mediation of childhood, we cannot but fail to understand the production of

the unconscious itself, and the collective mechanisms that have an immediate bearing on

13 In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze (1994), writing on his own, reads Thanatos as the
transcendental principle “which gives repetition to Eros” (p. 18).
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the unconscious. For the unconscious is an orphan, and produces within identity of
nature and the human...neither social relations nor metaphysical relations constitute an
‘afterward’ or a ‘beyond’; diffuse, generalized oedipalism radically distorts the life of the
child and his later development. (p. 48-49)
Without a particularly human father or mother to which to constantly refer back to or maneuver
around, Deleuze and Guattari argue that schizoanalysis allows for more freedom to follow the
ever-shifting “drift of desire.” Deleuze and Guattari thus turn to the “non-neurotic” case studies
of Freud—Schreber, the Wolf Man, and Little Hans—to visualize these operations of the
unconscious. Schreber experiences a “solar anus”; the Wolf Man draws multiple wolves on
branches of trees; Little Hans asks if a train has a “wiwimacher” or penis. The unconscious, for
Deleuze and Guattari, is not a depth unconscious, but a materialist and machinic one, parts
connecting to other parts, in what they describe as a complex delirium.

Whereas some psychoanalytic conceptualizations of fantasy consider the existence of the
autoerotic or individual fantasy, for Deleuze and Guattari (1983), there is no individual
conceptualization of fantasy or the subject. They write:

The group fantasy includes the disjunctions, in the sense that each subject, discharged of

his personal identity but not of his singularities, enters into relations with others. (p. 63)
For them, the subject exists only in multiplicity, as an aggregate or assemblage of what they call
“desiring-machines” or partial objects driven by the energy of the libido. As with “sexes,” any
individual can be comprised of any number of desiring machines that, in turn, connect with other
desiring-machines that operate through “points of connection, of disjunction, of conjunction of
flows whose libidinal terms a properly unconscious investment they translate” (p. 293). Thus,

“sexuality and the desiring-machines are one and the same inasmuch as these machines are
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present or operating in the social machines in their field, their formation, their functioning” (p.
294). Fantasy, then, is always group fantasy and, for Deleuze and Guattari “a position of reality”
(p. 280).

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guttari (2003/1987) write about how forces of group
becoming occur through what they describe as “becoming-animal.” “Every animal,” they write,
“is fundamentally a band, a pack” (p. 239). They describe the motions of becoming as lacking
any particular subject in a non-personal, affective manner. Deleuze and Guattari describe
participation in the pack as a choice that exceeds the individual and they say “has nothing to do
with the preferred, domestic and psychoanalytic individual” (p. 244). In the case of BDSM
praxis, one can most literally see this materialization of the non-human group fantasy most
clearly in “primal” play. In “A Romp on the Wild Side: Erotic Human-Animal Role Playing,”
Lee Harrington (2012) writes about showing up to a “human puppy romp” at a fetish club in a
Rottweiler persona in which he wandered around with eight other human puppies and about 60
other people. He writes:

I wandered around sniffing crotches and having fun playing with the other puppies, until
I noticed a problem. A man had brought his girlfriend to the event as a human pony, and
the other dogs were barking at her. She was scared. I rushed away from the person I was
flirting with, still on all fours. I was barking at full volume, a loud angry bark, as I got
between the pony and the human puppies. Yipping and snapping, they were confused at
me—why wasn’t joining the fun and scaring the pony? In that moment I realized that I
held a core value that the fun of others is never worth the true suffering of another. It was
through my own animal role playing that I realized how deeply I felt about my own

convictions. (p. 266)
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While Harrington later reflects on and integrates his actions after the scene, in the moment he felt
these to exceed him. What was most real to him during those moments were what Deleuze and
Guatteri would call the animal players’ “unnatural participation” in which affect—of the dogs as
well as the pony—effected the pack and threw it into upheaval (p. 240).

Deleuze and Guattari describe these movements of sexuality as occurring on a micro level, in
which there are “so many uncontrollable becomings.” Even a less literal example of “becoming-
animal” can be seen through the masochist Severin in Venus in Furs. The masochist subjected to
the mistress with her whip, for Deleuze and Guattari, is also in the process of “becoming-animal”
by “becoming-horse” (p. 155). Deleuze and Guattari thus argue along with other writers for the
productive possibilities of masochism and the sensations produced as passages to “becoming-
minoritarian” as “sexuality proceeds by way of the becoming-woman of the man and the
becoming-animal of the human” (p. 279).

How this becoming-minoritarian happens, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is through
“deterritorialization” and “molecularization,” as opposed to “territorialization” and
“molarization.” As such, a category such as “the sadist” or even “the masochist,” might be
thought to be a territorialization. A schizoanalytic approach, in contrast, looks at phenomena on
a “micromechanic” scale (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Deleuze and Guattari eschew any notions
of castration and lack inherited from psychoanalysis, instead, seeing deterritorializations through
affect as causing “schizzes” or breaks that reach an edge or “open up to a chaos” (Hickey-
Moody, 2013, p. 89). The molecular unconscious, they write, contains:

Everywhere a microscopic transsexuality, resulting in the woman containing as many
men as the man, and the man as many women, all capable of entering—men with women,

women with men—into relations of productions of desire that overturn the statistical
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order of the sexes. Making love is not just becoming as one, or even two, but becoming

as a hundred thousand. (p. 296)
Deleuze and Guattari thus emphaisize the radical particularity and micropolitics of sexuality, the
“schizorevolutionary” potentials of molecular becomings. At the same time, they also
acknowledge that with any deterritorialization of desire, there also comes “global or local
reterritorializations. ..that always reconstitute shores of representation” (p. 316). In other words,
the molecular does not function independent from corresponding molar territorializations that
frame and structure the social.

Turning toward implications for investigating BDSM praxis, Deleuze and Guattari’s work
gives a way of topologically mapping interactions and change through sexual praxis. In 4
Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari (2003/1987) introduce their notion of the rhizome.
The rhizome is a mode, for them, of becoming as opposed to being, and modeled like a
“subterranean stem absolutely different from roots and radicals. Bulbs and tubers are rhizomes.
Plants with roots or radicals may be rhizomorphic in other respects altogether...some animals are
in their pack form. Rats are rhizomes” (p. 6). Other examples could be invasive weeds like
kudzu or constellations of stars changing and reforming. What Deleuze and Guattari emphasize
is connection and heterogeneity, change and difference that is not entirely linked to the linguistic
signifier. Harrington’s human puppy pack can thus be thought of as an assemblage formed
through a rhizomatic becoming in which “multiplicities with heterogeneous terms, cofunctioning
by contagion, enter” (p. 242). It is in and through assemblages, even in other forms of
heterogeneous collectivity, Deleuze and Guattari write, where “human beings effect their

becomings-animal” (p. 242).
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Different types of kinship structures in BDSM and kink, as described in the previous chapter,
can be considered rhizomes as well. As an example of this, on the social networking site
Fetlife.com users may have multiple profiles or avatars with names they choose for different
elements of themselves, in as many different types of relationships as they desire. A drag queen
may have two different but related profiles for himself—one in and out of drag—and link them
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as “married” to each other. As an example, one user may link herself as being “married to,” “in
an open relationship with,” and “owning” her submissive husband while also, herself, being, say,
a “submissive to” another FetLife user. This same user may also have another avatar that she
uses for human-animal play, which is then in turn “in a pack™ with any number of other avatars.
This can then be contrasted with the constrained “molarized” and Oedipalized family systems of
Facebook and its “real-name” or “true identity” policies.

In Deleuze’s notion of the event, he explores the ways in which change occurs in complex,
hierarchical or molarized systems. The event, for Deleuze “atomiz[es] and evacuate[es] the
space in which it has just ‘taken’ place” (Conley, 2000, p. 310). In other words, what the event
does is allow new possibilities in materiality to emerge. Events, for Deleuze, occur through
what, following Spinoza, Deleuze calls affect, the “measure of the material equation of an
interaction, the gain and loss recorded in a body...as the result of an encounter” (Hickey-Moody,
p. 79). Through affect, a body either extends or decreases its capabilities and limits of what it
can accomplish or do. An important note here is that, in Deleuzian terminology, the concept of
“body” is not limited to the human or even the organic—instead it refers to any changeable
assemblage or mixture. This could be of one singular person, becoming-animal through

something like costume, leather, whip, or a group of players together. As such, affect moves not

only through individual human bodies and neuronal circuitry, but also through different humans,
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between humans and the non-human, and between the non-human and non-human. The event
thus affects bodies and allows them to reform and novel and creative ways that create what
Deleuze and Guattari call “lines of escape” for new “schizzes” and thus “flows” in and between
the desiring-machines connected through the rhizome. Moments such as the introduction of the
human pony to the puppy pack or Harrington’s Rottweiler puppy’s act thus, in a
Deleuzoguattarian conceptualization, both literally and figuratively move and transform
subjectivity. These changes occur both on the level of the material as well in what Deleuze,
following Bergson, calls the “virtual” or “ideal” aspects of reality.

As such, Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas can provide ways to, through a dynamic methodology,
map, in groups and between individuals, change through praxis. Schizoanalysis, thus, performs a
kind of “spectulative pragmatism” that Manning (2015) says asks: “What modes of articulation
precede or exceed language? What about new modes of subjectivity that cannot be defined
through the split between subject and object, analyst and analysand? What modes of
existence...open new encounters with experience?” (p.66). Seeking again to go beyond
psychoanalysis, Deleuze (1990/1969) posits, in The Logic of Sense, what he calls, following
Klein’s “paranoid-schizoid” and “depressive” positions, the “sexual-perverse” position.
Privileging the role of Eros and binding over what he considers the transcendental operations of
Thanatos, Deleuze describes the sexual-perverse position as a “triumph of libido over the
destructive drives and the emergence of the surface of the body as an independent topological
dimension” (Swiatkowski, 2015, p. 89). This, he describes as a non-Oedipal position predicated
on desire and pleasure through the surface of the body. Deleuze uses the example of what he
describes as Chinese sexual practices involving the restraint of chi or non-orgasm-based

sexuality and pleasure. This integration phase involves a “liberation of sexuality from the
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destructive drives or from the death drive,” no longer aiming at states of discharge, but rather the
“productive work of the surface” and “an intensification of the experience” versus “an
unreachable state of rest” (Swiatkowski, 2015, p. 104). Rather than a depth unconscious,
Deleuze prioritizes sensation and masochism as a process of transformation through breakdown,
a politics of affinity through non-identity (Musser, 2014).

Deleuze and Guattari’s affective-materialist ontology and Deleuze’s creation of the sexual-
perverse position provide modes for inquiry into change and difference through sensation, tactile
interaction beyond the linguistic signifier. As Guattari (1995) writes in Chaosmosis, the creation
of subjectivity involves “sonority, material significations, verbal connections,
emotional/intonation/volitional, feeling of motor elements of articulation...mime, gesture, soul”
(p- 15). These formulations may not so much be antithetical to psychoanalysis, but rather parts
of its less considered legacy, from Laplanche’s reconsideration of touch to the exiled Reich’s
somatic psychoanalysis. The conjunction of psychoanalysis and schizoanalysis provides a way
to consider temporality and trauma in fantasy productions, as well as an ethic not only of
deterritorialization, but, perhaps, looser reterritorializations through co-emergence and
concatenation of historical fantasy in flux and transformation: language and sensation, past and

future, knotted together differently, through encounter.

Bracha Efttinger, the matrixial, and subjectivity-as-encounter

In their work, Deleuze and Guattari argue that all becoming is becoming-minoritarian:
becoming-woman, becoming-animal, becoming-molecular, becoming-Other. While they call for
a serious consideration of minor literatures such as those by Kafka and Beckett, the sexual

landscapes of Henry Miller, George Bataille, and D.H. Lawrence, notably absent from their

102



considerations are works written by writers coming from positions of more radical difference,
including women writing about sexuality and sexual praxis. In her book, The Matrixial
Borderspace, Bracha Ettinger (2006) takes up the work of Deleuze and Guattari in conjunction
with Lacanian psychoanalysis. She challenges the exclusion of feminine sexuality from
becoming as radically Other. Instead, she considers the way in what she calls “matrixial
transsubjectivity” happens through “subjectivity-as-encounter.” Ettinger, an artist and
psychoanalyst, considers, in a non-essentializing way, how, for n sexes, the interweaving that
occurs in intrauterine development continues afterwards throughout life. In doing so, she braids
together the perspectival planes of Deleuze and Guattari with the clinical insights of
psychoanalysis, to think subjectivity as co-occurrence, a positive articulation of feminine
signification, and the “somatic underbelly of psychic processes” (Pollock, 2006). Her
consideration of matrixial transsubjectivity includes considerations of trauma and fantasy along
with encounter, connection, and topologies of desire.

Against an axiology of paternal or linguistic signification in psychoanalysis, Ettinger argues
for a serious consideration of the signification of the “co-poeisis” of becoming that all sexes go
through in continual states of emergence with other and world. I think here of Julia Kristeva, in
both comparison and contrast. Kristeva (1980) calls for considerations of the role of what she
describes as the semiotic, or the poetic, feminine and pre-Oedipal mode of signification. For
Kristeva (1982), the subject oscillates between the semiotic and the symbolic throughout life,
with entrance into the symbolic involving a process of separation she speaks of as abjection.
Separation from the mother’s body by way of abjection involves the radical exclusion of the
world of animalism, where meaning breaks down. In and through the abject, the disgust-evoking

Real of feces, vomit, pus and open wounds harken to that which disturbs identities, borders,
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positions and rules (Kristeva, 1982, p. 4). The abject also refers to the fear and jouissance of the
dead body, the corpse, and that which, despite its powers of horror, to which subjects are
continually drawn back. Religion and art, for Kristeva, are two modes of “purifying” the abject;
the ritual and protocol of BDSM praxis, I believe, is another. These purifications serve to draw
the borders between bodies and autonomous selfhoods. The prototypical images of BDSM, I
believe, often evoke the abject work Kristeva describes. I think here of the example of a
masochistic submissive after an intense bottoming scene, whose body may be naked, bruised and
bleeding, leaky and crumpled, while their tops remain fully clothed. The bottom, in some ways,
embodies this space of the abject in collapse, an expulsion and destruction of the mother figure.
Yet, in the temporal dimensions of BDSM praxis, the bottom or submissive “comes back™ from
this space, in, through and beyond aftercare.

Whereas Kristeva reads pregnancy as an event of heterogeneity, alterity and the splitting of
the subject, Ettinger, in contrast, reads it as an event with a subject and subjectivity. As Pollock
(2006) writes, Ettinger sees feminine subjectivity and sexuality “from the site or space of the
fundamental event of severalizing, humanizing becoming” (Pollock, 2006, p. 26.7). As such, her
work provides a way to view shits, from separations to new becomings, oscillations through
subjectivizing encounters in BDSM praxis. I consider here, for instance, the ways in which
individuals come to “switch” between and through positions, from top to bottom, masochist to
sadist, and find through these changes, moments of self-transcendence.

The “richly psychotic dance” of Sade’s Eugenie and her mother Madame de Mistival can be
considered through Ettinger’s notions of the matrixial. Ettinger (2006) is interested in precisely
these possibilities of “relations-without-relating” and what “emerges from...exchanges of

phantasy relating to non-Oedipal sexual difference and interconnectivity” (p. 68.9). While
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Sade’s work ends with a triumphant sewing shut, Ettinger instead argues against this kind of
foreclosure, insisting that the matrixial is not psychotic unless the “feminine” is foreclosed by
such demands of forced binary choice. Beyond the dualities of “love” and “hate,” Ettinger looks
to the creativity of matrixial subjectivity in producing affects such as “awe, alertness,
astonishment, or compassion” (p. 64.5). She explores the possibilities prior to Kristevan
abjection to create a concept she calls the “corpo-Real,” which conjoins the Lacanian notion of
the jouissance of the Real with an idea of the womb as a time-space of encounter for feminine-
matrixial sexual difference. Through this, she makes the case that subjectivity in plurality
“emerges from...exchanges of phantasy relating to non-Oedipal sexual difference and
interconnectivity” (p 68.9).
Subjectivity, Ettinger theorizes then as “subjectivity-in-encounter.” Of this, Pollock (2006)
writes:
...[subjectivity-in-encounter]| occur[s] at shared borderspaces between several co-
affecting partial-subjectivities that are never entirely fused or totally lost, but share and
process, with an always-already minimal difference, elements of each unknown other.
This might suggest ways to think not only subjectivity in this abstracted theoretical form,
but also aesthetic encounters...irreducible elements of otherness in our encounters with
human and even nonhuman events in the world. We could argue that racism,
xenophobia, and fascism are premised on an extreme of the castration
paradigm...Significant possibilities are offered in subjectivity as encounter—an
encounter almost missed, never completely lost, and not only formed in desire-induced

severance (as conditioned by castration). (p. 2.3)
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These “borderspaces” Ettinger describes as involving multiplicities and delicate processes of
transmission, a kind of aesthetic incorporation. Lane (2017) describes how, as a sexual assault
survivor, recovery began for her when she “switched” roles and became dominant through
submission. Lane wrote that these sexual practices were “revolutionary for [her] mind and
body” (p. 6). Ettinger’s theory allows for a way to understand these kinds of individual and
group change in BDSM praxis in their subtlety. In her formulation, subjectivities are “unknown
and unknowable to the other” and yet, “mutually co-affect [each other] in unpredictable and yet
subjectivizing ways” (Pollock, 2006, p. 2.3). Processes of attunement in these ever-changing
subjective emergences allows what she calls the “body-psyche” to “co-emerge with the other and
the world.” This process of “subjectivity-as-encounter,” Ettinger describes as occurring through
a process-concept she call wit(h)nessing, an unsettling of the usual meaning of “witnessing.”
Wit(h)nessing, for Ettinger, involves a fundamental interdependency, in which affective change
occurs through senses beyond the visual, a radical form of being-with that changes the witnesses.
Trauma, then, in Ettinger’s (2006) description, is shared, with individual phantasy moving “to a
matrixial web of borderlinks, a feminine jouissance between trauma and phantasy” (p. 102.3).
What she calls “subknowledge” is produced “between phantasy and desire, in an enlarged
subjectivity” (p. 102.3). In other words, co-poetic becoming occurs between the movements of
the unconscious and the more conscious direction that emerges. One can think here of the kinds
of becomings and realizations of potentialities that happen after-the-fact in BDSM praxis.

The examples of rape and trauma play from Chapter Three and the transformations that occur
through them provide examples of the operations of Ettinger’s concept of wit(h)nessing, which
goes beyond seeing or hearing and into the co-experiencing of phantasy and trauma. This is not

to say that these experiences occur symmetrically or in parallel. To wit(h)ness in ethical BDSM
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praxis is to be beholden to the desire of the Other, not only to engage in the collectivity of
fantasies, but also to encounter and experience the schizzes within and between them.
Wit(h)nessing, Ettinger writes, involves “sliding from the structure of fantasy to more archaic
trauma, from there joining the path leading to further encounters” (p. 146.7). This
conceptualization allows for the space for falling away, moving through abjection and then
returning to co-produce subjectivities. Despite the asymmetry of sexual relationship and lack of
parallelism in fantasy, BDSM scenes evoke and conjoin fantasies that may align with or tear
apart from those of others. I consider here, the example Mollena Williams gives of race play
and its possible impact. Wit(h)nessing in race play evokes the affects of the slave chattel no
longer abstracted, for participants with different subjective and intergenerational positions with
regard to the trauma of slavery. Such scenes thus de facto involve an experience of trauma and
traumatization that cannot be consciously rationalized, explained nor ignored.

Going beyond binaries to multi-directional forms of change, Ettinger describes these
workings of subjectivity-in-encounter as happening through a process she calls metramorphosis.
Each encounter, such as one of a BDSM scene, engenders “jouissance, trauma, pictograms,
phantasies, and affects and channels death-drive oscillations, libidinal-erotic flow, their imprints
and affected traces in several partners, in co-passion, conjointly but differently” (p. 140.1). This
process, unlike the dialectical ones described in Chapter One, are not those of mastery, nor a
narrative of separation and differentiation. The Sadean legacy of a subject acting upon an object
or Sacher-Masoch’s masochist bound to the desexualized contract is replaced by knowledge
transfer, an erotic co-response-ability. This kind of conceptualization does not mean a too facile
joining together in wholeness or as one, but a “desire to join-in-difference and differentiate-in-

co-emerge with the Other that does not promise peace and harmony” (p. 146.7). Ettinger’s
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theorizations, then, I believe, provide a way of considering the potentials of BDSM and kink not
only through masochism, but ethical sadism as well, as the figure of the “dominant” need not
only be a perverse Sadean figure, but any number of “top” potentialities that evoke creation,
healing and change. Ettinger’s reading is always already informed by trauma, fragmentation and
vulnerability. While attending to the affective material of the surface, she preserves the
possibilities of psychoanalysis for “accessing a psychic Thing encapsulated and hiding in an
outside capture inside—in an ‘extimate’ unconscious space” (p. 146). The invisible, thus, is
visible, legible, and Ettinger’s work, I believe, provides a space, for a com-passionate kink

theory, in and through dialogue, touch and difference.

Ethics, from Eros to aftercare

Communication with the other can be transcendent only as a dangerous life, a fine risk to be run.
Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being

Despite the centrality of notions of sadomasochism to psychoanalytic and philosophical
thought, it is perhaps surprising how rarely a consideration of sexual praxis has appeared in the
works I have described. Despite beginning What is sex? with a condemnation of
psychotherapists’ avoidance of direct discussions about sexuality, Zupancic, too, shies away
from what might be called the explicitly sexual of sex and alludes that it is too reductive,
simplistic or crude for ontological consideration. She instead argues to take sexual description
out of psychoanalysis to return “sex” to its radicality as that which cannot fully be known or
embodied. In contrast to this, I believe that an ethical 21 century consideration of the radical
ontology of sex and its disruptive potential can and must include affective-material accounts in
their polyphonic discontinuity. These are what Deleuze, following Liebniz, calls the

“compossible” existence of heterogeneous truths. In this section, I consider how research ethics

108












Queer and feminist approaches, thus, I argue, can take an ethnographic approach such as that
of Stoller even further. Stoller’s bold and unique move was to take psychoanalytic research
outside the clinic. A crucial turn he did not perhaps live long enough to make was how to
reintegrate his ethnographic findings into implications. What a queer, haptic and fantasmatic
ethnography could do is consider the subjective passages and collective becomings of BDSM
praxis, through poetic languages, artistic and subjectivizing productions. This goes beyond
cognitive, descriptive or linear understandings of BDSM subjectivities and cultures. Instead,
such an ethnography would take into account not only the “visible” and “observable” practices of
sexual praxis, but the “invisible” and subjective poetics of fantasy unfolding dynamically and
temporally, through practitioners’ accounts of flux in various contexts. A consideration of the
roles of the haptic and sensation in fantasy enactment is thus an ethical one and involves an
attunement of what is evoked and in which assemblages. This process-based approach attends to
speech, structure and touch to articulate the interplay of the intra- and inter-psychic events of
BDSM and kink praxes.

What queering the fantasmatic and queering ethnography offers here is a way to consider how
images, fantasies and figures repeat or change for practitioners throughout their encounters. As I
will turn to in the conclusion, it provides a way to investigate how certain images, fantasies and
forms of BDSM are evoked and change in social contexts as well. Queer theory’s consideration
of radical differences in morphology provides what Shildrick (2006) writing on disability and
sexuality, calls an “effective methodology for opening up a better understanding of the
relationship between bodies and the constitution of corporeality in general” (p. 125). In line with
this, Colebrook’s (2009) reading of Deleuzian vitalism involves the notion that “every body is

queer...the queerness is positive. No body fully knows its own powers, and can only become
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joyful (or live) not by attaining the ideal it has of itself...but by maximizing that in ourselves
which exceeds the majoritarian” (p. 88). Moving past psychoanalytic language regarding
“regressed” or “unintegrated” parts of the psyche, BDSM and kink personae can be instead seen
as positive multiplicities of any one body. Praxis then provides, through the co-poetic evocation

of fantasies, these multiplicities to become more accessibly known.

I assert the importance of this ethical paradigm in a historical and materialist context. In this
dissertation, I have focused on best contemporary practices in the descriptions I have chosen to
represent BDSM. As such, sexual praxis here includes the full temporal range of a scenes, from
scene “negotiations,” through the enactment of fantasies, and afterwards, in the processes of
“aftercare.” Each of these processes involves a kind of erotic techne or “know how” that
includes a profound responsibility for others. Unlike the masochistic contract fictionalized in
Venus in Furs or the list of submissive sexual acts delivered to Anastasia Steele to approve or
reject in 50 Shades of Grey, most BDSM negotiations occur through spoken discussion of
desires.!® Negotiations can include, but are not limited to: what each practitioner hopes to get
from the scene, hard and soft “limits” that cannot be crossed, emotional “triggers” and concerns,
specific language to use or avoid, signals and “safewords.” Pragmatically, negotiations also
include current medical or emotional concerns, accident planning, and immediate and longer-
term aftercare plans for physical and emotional contact after the scene.

In contrast to Sade’s literary sadism, enacted in isolated castles outside the Law, considerable

responsibility falls to the ethical top or sadist. In consent and negotiations, the scope and

16 Jay Wiseman, writing in SM 101, notes that writing down lists of desires prior to but not in
lieu of spoken negotiations may work well for new or inexperienced practitioners to better
articulate wants and needs without the pressure or the presence of others.
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execution of the scene is often predominantly, though not entirely, guided by the knowledge,
experience, sensitivity, skill and attunement of the top. Engaging in BDSM and kink thus opens
participants up to one another not only through the scene’s present, but also the radical past and
unknown possibility of the future beyond it. A top, thus, can make herself susceptible to the
contingencies of her play partner, for whom she assumes a responsibility. As described earlier,
for some trauma survivors who have lived through having a sexual techne or know how, from
speech to act, forcibly robbed from them, re-experiencing themselves as capable and actively
making choices for and about their sexual desires can, in itself, be a radical, daring act, enjoyable
with, through and because of other partners’ co-poetic participation.

I would be remiss to ignore completely the continued prevalence of non-consensual acts of
sexual sadism and violence, including consent violations and more serious acts within and
outside “the Scene.” As BDSM'’s cultural visibility increases so does the possibility for its
misuse, misrepresentation or appropriation. Likewise, it may evoke, even in consensual
encounters, deeply traumatic repetitions. The history of psychoanalysis, likewise, has struggled
with this tension: How to account for the possibility of the abuse of power in analytic work as
well as the evocation of increased pain through the transference? What is the ethical balance
between pain and healing, pleasure and the hope for connection? This returns us again to
questions of ontology in sexuality, which, as Rosalyn DiProse (2002) notes, arise from the
ontological problem of always being a body for others. Ethical paradigms for these frontiers in
sexuality research will provide space to consider how subjective constitution effects and is
effected by BDSM praxis. A haptic, fantasmatic ethnography informed by queer and feminist
psychoanalysis and schizoanalysis gives a direction to consider subjectivity in process. Taking

seriously Zupancic’s claim that ontologically, life instincts and eros “are a form of know-how
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necessary for the preservation of detour from fundamental negativity” (p. 96) gives a way to
explore more in-depth the “know-how” of specific BDSM praxis, including the skillful and
unskillful handling of negative experiences: aborted scenes, traumatic triggers, scenes gone
awry and consent violations. This is to take seriously the affective Real not only as a site of
radical possibility but also a place where, as in and through non-consensual sexual violence, can
occur deep abuse with devastating effects.

This is uncharted space and perhaps rightfully so, as it pushes, at times, at the limits of
legality and the Law. The reality of contemporary BDSM praxis is that practitioners consent
with each other to acts deemed illegal and/or ones that read radically differently in the broader
social sphere. Some practitioners joke that they engage in “violent displays of affection” or
VDAs as opposed to the more colloquial PDAs (“public displays of affection”). Yet, at the same
time, as with other relationships, violation may also occur on a deeper ethical level than the
immediately spoken. There is no established court of justice for affective boundary violations,
invasions of personal space, misuses of language, or profound and blatant misattunement to
Otherness and subjectivity. These are violations that are not illegal yet still problematic,
wounding and destructive to individuals and social links. They do not, however, always result in
sanctions, a banning or expulsion from the community. What a fantasmatic ethnography could
thus explore is how these are worked through in BDSM subcultures, with third-party figures,
“dungeon masters” or DMs, or in large- or small-group contexts. To shy away from the problem
of the jouissance of these overdetermined moments is to shy away from the radical Real of
sexuality that Zupancic (2017) encourages psychoanalysis and philosophy to return. Here, the

maps we chart of the realm of the sexual matter.
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As such, I believe that ethical investigation into BDSM praxis gives space for these
multiplicities. It can include both the psychic effects of trauma along with the temporal
processes of working through, in and between subjectivities in flux. At the micromechanic level
that Deleuze and Guattari describe, this could involve a mapping of the discussions, sharing of
fantasies and erotic stories of BDSM practitioners as they engage in various roles and scenes. It
may also involve how practitioners come to experience their bodies, relationships and histories
after these scenes. What I argue for here is a consideration of queer and feminist theory’s
expansions in a way that more precisely describe the topos of fantasy in its haptic, erotic
materiality as well as its affective excesses. While the dimension of the Real may be what
makes a pleasure sexual, to only consider it as a beyond rather than with its intertwining with
other registers runs the risk of making illegible subjugated knowledges about erotic forms of
becoming.

If, following psychoanalysis, all social life can be considered as constituted by initial
separation and trauma, a consideration of sexual praxis can, in addition to a point of radical non-
connection, also be a motor force for the emergence of new styles of social linking through
fantasy. In his considerations of creativity, Freud (1908) wrote that “a happy person never
fantasizes, only an unsatisfied one.” Yet, at the level of desire, many have, in non-neurotic
fashions, have had their desire and subjectivity suppressed through non-consensual racial, gender
or colonial domination. What BDSM and kink praxes provide is a modality of expression for
taboo fantasies. Rather than “satisfaction” as a goal, the kind of erotic co-response-ability that
Ettinger describes may involve a sharing of these intertwined individual and cultural traumas and
thus change and healing. In this context, the unsatisfied need that instantiates fantasy might not

be the individual and personal problem suggested by Freud, rather, a call for a more equitable
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beyond. To voice one’s sexual desires and fantasies—particularly as a non-dominant subject—
in a carefully negotiated and attuned context may even in close relational or therapeutic contexts
feel difficult for many. In spaces and places dedicated to the enactment BDSM and kink
fantasies, comes the potential for speaking and materializing these as possibilities.

Returning to the notions of schizoanalysis with which I began this chapter, Deleuze and
Guattari argue that it is both an ethical and pragmatic approach that unfolds in its experimental
creation. Lorimer (2005) describes schizoanalysis’s flexibility in attending to “shared
experiences, fleeting encounters, practical skills, affective intensities [and] enduring urges” (p.
42) while Vannini (2015) describes it as well-sited to more-than-representational “events,
relationships, practices, performances [and] affects” (p. 9). These each speak to the processes
and ethics of BDSM praxis. In a mode of speculative pragmatism, I consider the movements of
BDSM, kink and sexual as a philosophy that gives “rise to [and] draws a line of flight to ‘other’
philosophical concerns, purposes and practices” (Taylor, 2013, p. 43). Rather than a
displacement of sex and the sexual onto mathematics or logic, an erontological poetics of sexual

praxis can go beyond research, fetishization and the pornographic Imaginary.
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Conclusion
Why kink, why now?
There is always something intrinsically political about the claims psychoanalysis makes, not
about the sexual as such, but brings us to what is sex, sexuality itself. Freud said that where
there is a problem, there is sex...it is because sex is this very point where some social problem of
impasse is played out, names its very juncture.
Alenka Zupancic (2018), interview, New Books in Psychoanalysis
BDSM is currently experiencing a particularly visible and culturally salient moment. With

the accessibility of information online and the ability to access it anonymously, many can now
research and learn about customs and practices previously confined to urban enclaves and hard-
to-find subcultural spaces. White, heterosexual norms, while still the mainstream prototype, are
being challenged continually by increasingly visible content producers. As an example, a
Muslim-American woman recently published a guide to sex for Muslim couples that includes a
chapter on BDSM (Muladhat, 2017). In January 2019, popular comedienne Margaret Cho
announced the release of a web series, “Mercy Mistress,” that she produced based upon the real-
life experiences of Yin Q, a queer, first-generation Chinese-American dominatrix. While smaller
in scope than traditional productions—7The Muslimah Sex Manual is a short sixty-five pages and
episodes of “Mercy Mistress” run between three and ten minutes long—these micropolitical
works are nonetheless reaching wider audiences. In an interview about “Mercy Mistress,” Yin Q
was asked what she hoped viewers would take away from the web series. They responded:

Compassion...I also want to reveal the practice of transformational and transcendent

BDSM rituals...BDSM ritual work is a way for the participants to activate trauma

recovery, psychonautic explorations, and/or cathartic release. (Hinzmann, 2018, p. 6-8)
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Yin Q also spoke to the modes of production of the web series, noting that it was produced,
directed, shot, edited, scored and distributed by an all-female or non-binary crew. “[I]t matters,”
they said, “how the story is made and by whom” (Hinzman, 2018, p. 11).

These descriptions of contemporary BDSM are clearly far from those of the Marquis de
Sade and his castles of perversion in Chapter One. Yet, I have attempted here to trace a through
line of BDSM fantasy and praxis that considers these legacies in their fantasmatic social and
cultural unfolding. Despite Sade’s emphasis on non-consensuality and a rampant immorality, his
works, in part, sparked a consideration, critically and theoretically, of the nascent possibilities for
female pleasure and subjectivity, sensation and the material body, and the structural uses of
cruelty to unveil hypocrisy. With the Deleuzian 21 century micropolitics of the body, kink
praxis beyond the acronym of BDSM is open, now, to not only female, but a diversity of
subjectivities in multiplicity, feminine and otherwise. I believe that the Freudian 20" century
and psychoanalytic praxis—despite its lacunae—gave diverse sexualities a place to be spoken
into language if not always honored in their lived reality or given agency to be performed. As
such, psychoanalysis, in many ways, I believe, opened the doors to the contemporary diversity of
sexual expressiveness. At the same time, if psychoanalysis continues to adhere only to
mainstream or literary accounts of sadomasochism rather than those of kink praxis, it will miss
critical engagement with the insights practitioners have into trauma, fantasy, becoming and
transformation.

In conclusion, I ask: why kink, why now? The dynamics of late capitalism involve
increasingly visible power differentials of class, race, gender and national borders. As the pace
of technology accelerates, tracing and delineating these flows of capital and subjectivity, the

proliferation of language to describe sexuality, as Foucault showed and predicted, has perhaps
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never been more active or greater. Certainly more transgressive forms of BDSM, which
eroticize and play with these social dynamics, make the non-consensually sexualized nature of
such interactions more visible. These dynamics rely not only on identities in flux, but culture in
flux, and the most stigmatized of their practices often reveal certain truths of the logics of late
capitalism. As an example of this, one of the most contested practices, even within BDSM
cultures and with professional dominatrices, is that of “financial domination” of “findom.”
“Findoms” are dominant women who are sent money online by submissive men known as “cash
pigs,” who may ask for nothing in return. It is telling that in societies in which capitalist
exploitation of labor by wealthy men is celebrated, for a woman to benefit from not touching, not
being sexual, not providing emotional labor at the request of and for a man’s sexual gratification,
is considered most taboo. It evokes a beyond even of Sade’s Juliette, for the findom requires no
moral backstory: She desires and will explicitly demand what she desires, promising nothing in
return, not even, sometimes, the fantasy of continued connection. This practice lays, perhaps, all
too bare the underbelly of colonialism, domination, excess, guilt and implication without the
possibility of reparation. The trauma of late capitalism is that it is always already perverse.

As such, not all BDSM praxes are acts of healing between individuals; there is jouissance
that reveals ambivalent engagement in social ills. At a talk last fall, I was asked why, as BDSM
changed and more people became involved, its dominant images seemed to remain the same.
Why, the questioner inquired, had marketing companies and mainstream producers not
appropriated images from pet play or age play? I answered that perhaps what has become
acceptable in mainstream images of BDSM is the eroticization of symbols of monetary power:
latex boots, leather whips, stylized corsets are merely high fashion in a more “explicitly” sexual

form. If theory is to tarry with the lived praxes of BDSM, however, it must go beyond this and
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representations in the Imaginary, where even works like “Mercy Mistress” run the risk of
remaining without a discussion of sensation and pleasure. It must tarry with the fantasmatic and
bodily aspects of abjection, masochism, sadistic cruelty, and jouissance that exceeds the subject
and “lie[s] outside the bounds of liberal subjectivity” (Musser, 2011). It must push at static,
simplistic and individual sexual identities based exclusively upon notions of “object choice.” As
Foucault observed, S&M, at its most radical, is poised to work with strategic forms of relation
and respond to changing forms of power flows. In contrast to social power stabilized through
institutions, what struck Foucault about S&M was its fluidity and change through and with
practitioners. Following this, I believe that the art of BDSM and its praxes provide, in the
context of late capitalism, creative, non-sublimation-based responses to symbolic power. Here, I
do not stray far from psychoanalysis. Instead, the call is for psychoanalysis, rather than
disavowing affinities with BDSM practitioners or, perhaps more poignantly, sex workers, to
reconsider uncomfortable proximities, from the realm of speech to the haptic.

I close here with the somatic psychoanalytic notions of Wilhelm Reich, who believed what he
called “neurotic complexes” were carried through the tightness and positions of the body he
called “character armor.”!” One of Reich’s (1972/1933) major notions was that psychic
repression relies on social repression and that many so-called psychological disorders have social
determinants.!® Somatic or body psychotherapy he developed as a way to access, loosen and

treat other-than-hysterical complexes of the body. As psychoanalysts were abandoning the

17 Reich theorized sadism and masochism as “character structures” rather than aspects of
sexuality and fantasy, which is why I have excluded his analyses from this current work.

'8 One such notion of Reich’s was that symptoms that now might fall under the diagnosis of
obsessive-compulsive disorder could be a response to conditions of poverty and trauma. In
contemporary clinical practice, echoes of this can be heard, I believe, in Judith Hermann’s
conceptualization of complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD).
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theory of libido as energy of an unconscious sexual instinct, Reich followed this through to his
ultimately disastrous conceptualization of “orgone” (or orgasm) energy as the route for
individual and social healing. Reich’s disgrace and poor standing in psychoanalytic community,
however, over-wrote his insights into in what were, in psychoanalysis at the time called the
“actual neuroses.” These “actual neuroses,” as opposed to “psychoneuroses” such as those of
obsessional neurosis or hysterical conversion, would include, today, things that fall under the
category of the “New Symptoms”: eating disorders, self-injury, addictions and other
psychopathologies of the surface. These neuroses were thought to be the result of disturbances
in the pre-Oedipal, the time of Klein’s language-less phantasy, and of a more sexual origin. In
other words, these symptoms might perhaps be thought instead as disturbances in or of the pre-
linguistic time of the haptic.

Commentators on the life of Reich, including one of his children, have remarked on the
possibility that he himself may have had a history of childhood sexual abuse. While evidence for
this may be left to the historical unknown, it is notable that in his book The Sexual Revolution
Reich (1986/1945) actively advocated for sexual freedoms and rights that continue to be part of
global queer and feminist movements. Reich argued against what he called “compulsory
marriage,” while arguing for candid sexual education, an end to the persecution of abnormal
sexualities, women’s right to choose, and no-fault, no-shame options for divorce. He cited
family as the cause of neurosis and the Oedipus complex, as the child is forced to bind to
individuals toward ad with whom they may or may not feel tender attachment. Freud was deeply
critical of this work, as he believed too great a sexual revolution would lead to social chaos. Yet

here, I believe, it is important to inquire into this fear by asking: Chaos for whom?
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Reich’s mistakes could be seen in his scientization of sexuality and instrumentalization of the
orgasm, with his “orgone boxes” prescribed as a cure-all retreat from societal ills. In contrast,
BDSM practitioners’ accounts of transformation through sexual praxis involve messier
temporalities and, like psychoanalysis, promise no pat or simple answer to the problems posed
by sex. In a post-Oedipal world, BDSM and kink are creative praxes that can, as Shanna de la
Torre (2018) describes the relationship between structuralism and shamanism, “become useful
when...engag[ing] with the non-Oedipal logics of femininity and psychosis.” Such sexual
praxes, I believe, can move through intergenerational traumas to create new and different social
links. These somatic knowledges, however, cannot be expressed if they are considered to be o
different order than psychoanalytic free speech, relegated to an excluded realm of the regressive
or shameful. Nor can they be if the expressive logics of touch and sensation are disavowed or
left unexplored in considerations of ontology. Temporality in BDSM praxis goes beyond
individualistic or identity-based notions of sexuality to inform, in an ongoing way, an anti-

fascistic, anti-narcissistic politics of desire.
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