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No sex I ever had existed outside questions of who I was for having it, and even now, no sooner do I concoct a splendid jack-off scenario but I begin to wonder who these people are—and who I am for dreaming about them.

— Carol Queen, The Leather Daddy and the Femme



It takes courage to enjoy it

The hardcore and the gentle

— Björk
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Intro

“I Always Knew You’d Get Into That Stuff”

One summer day in the late 2000s, I ran right smack into my high school boyfriend as we both walked out of the same movie theater in Oakland, California. He still had the body type I’ve always favored across genders: soft belly, strong legs, sweet face. I don’t remember what the movie was—probably the kind of thing he and I would have seen together when we were teenagers. Something cleverly, stylishly violent. It wasn’t until the show was over that I realized just how close we’d been sitting to each other in the dark.

This ex was the first person I’d really had orgasms with. But that wasn’t our main shared interest. Any time we weren’t rubbing up against each other after swim practice, we were watching all four DVD commentary tracks of Fight Club on rotation and smoking cloves outside the nearest city’s midnight movie festivals. We shared a love of gore, comic books, and Velvet Underground CDs. As with most of the men I’ve been with, we were bros. My burgeoning bisexuality had always made me feel like one of the guys, even as lust and nudity became part of the friendship equation. In our teen bedrooms and used parked cars, my boyfriend and I were, as they say, “bros helping bros.”

It was nerd love—a generally low-conflict relationship. If I had any complaints in the sex department, it was just that I was so thrilled to be doing it that I wanted to have it as much as humanly possible, and he wanted to have it, y’know, sometimes. It’s not like I was begging him to tie me up or suck on my toes or have threesomes (all that and more would come later for me, as we’ll soon see). I didn’t feel ashamed of my high sex drive. But I did feel disappointed that having a boyfriend wasn’t bringing all my fantasies to life. I learned early on that I couldn’t rely on one person to hold my fascination. As Little Richard said of himself, I was omnisexual: I wanted it all.

This boy and I had broken up a few years into college for the same reason many kids do: I wanted lots of different kinds of sex with lots of different kinds of people. Now, we were both in our late 20s, and like many high school exes, we’d fallen out of touch despite both living in the East Bay. I, for one, was happy to see him. But he was awkward, shifting his eye contact around the cinema lobby like he was already looking for the exit. This remains an emotional mystery: how a shy boy who had opened up so much to me as we became adults together could revert to being so guarded.

“What have you been up to?” he asked politely.

“Working as a professional dominatrix!” I told him.

To this day, people are so curious about how I became a pro-domme (and sometimes about how they can become a pro-domme). They imagine I either showed up with my plucky portfolio to some studio decked out in whips and chains, or turned the wrong corner and fell down a deviant rabbit hole. What really happened was this: In search of a flexible source of income, I’d looked up the word “dominatrix”i on the now-defunct Adult Gigs section of craigslist, that relic of a pregentrified internet. I answered a few ads, tried out a few different dungeons, and discovered a community that would transform my life forever. Since the last time I’d spoken to my high school boyfriend, I had also come out as queer. I’d spent much of the previous decade exploring the limits of my sexual extroversion, from erotic spanking to fetish fashion to sci-fi-themed sex parties and much more. Some of it thrilled me, some of it bored me, some of it forged lifelong friendships, some of it brought wild romance into my life, and some of it turned me on so much that I thought I would lose my mind.

But I wasn’t trying to overshare about any of that. Dominatrix was my job, just as computer programmer was his. It wasn’t about what I got off on or how I identified. It was the labor I did for money. Still, many people are guilty of the conflation my ex was about to make:

“Huh,” he said. “I always knew you’d get into that stuff.”

It was a slight so quiet I don’t think he could even hear it himself.

After a few more nervous pleasantries, we left the movie theater and went our separate ways. But another decade and a half later, I still wonder what he was thinking when he said “into that stuff.” Did he even know what he’d been insinuating? Did he believe he always knew I would self-actualize as a whore? A pervert? A queer? A slut? What “stuff” did he imagine I was into? “Shiny, shiny, shiny boots of leather,” like Lou Reed used to purr from my car’s tape deck as we drove around our small town together? Cane bruises that blossom and fade like sunsets? Blood harvesting on Airbnb backyard lawns? Flesh hook suspensions in the woods?

Well, he wasn’t wrong.

In the moment, I didn’t consider how he would’ve reacted to this update: My high school girlfriend is a dominatrix. I was out and proud about being a sex worker: to my friends, to strangers at parties, to my family. Even though it was still early in my career, I’d already encountered all kinds of reactions: discomfort, boundary-pushing fascination, misplaced concern. I had yet to experience true burnout from whorephobic stigma. And, perhaps more importantly, I had yet to expand my sex work community enough to realize just how privileged I was to even be in a position to see my work as something cool and creative. At 25 years old, what being a professional dominatrix meant to me was that I was broadening my sexual horizons while enjoying unprecedented financial stability, enough to live the life I wanted to live: biking all over the city, playing in punk bands, traveling wherever and whenever and with whomever I wanted. I naively expected my first love to support my evident happiness. On the basest level, I had hoped he’d be impressed, or even proud.

Even as I felt dismissed by my ex, his dismissal brought a theory of mine into better focus. I already understood that the world—even people like him, people who were smart and kind, who had great taste and otherwise solid politics—stigmatized sex workers and kinky people, pansexuals and nonmonogamists, sex and gender subversives of all kinds. I shouldn’t have been shocked that he was embarrassed by me—scared even, the fear wafting off him like fumes.

After all, fear and humiliation were some of the most fundamental raw materials I worked with at my job. The dungeon was a controlled ecosystem of shame, and we were the informal scientists studying where it came from, how people lived with it, and what could be done about it. Shame had warped some of my clients into self-loathing monsters leading double lives. These men saw the money they paid me and my colleagues as affording them the right to take out that shame on us. But I also saw clients who had sincere questions about whether enjoying pegging made them gay, whether erotically slapping women made them bad feminists (for what it’s worth, “Not necessarily!” is my answer to both). These clients saw sex workers as distinguished experts. They craved our guidance. Better yet, I met clients who, by virtue of being true to their kinks for years, had a lot to teach me—about my own desire and about human nature more generally.

In retrospect, I don’t think my ex and I had actually grown apart because of mismatched libidos: it had more to do with the fact that, unlike him, I was into sex the way we were both into pop culture. I was a fan. I didn’t just want to experience sex; I wanted to analyze it, converse about it, create about it. Sex was the transistor radio I wanted to understand by taking it apart and putting it back together. I’ve seen how the topic of sexuality can incite panic, how my deep interest in sexuality could alienate even the people I’d had sex with. Because of this, I knew I wanted to devote my creative and professional life to helping people understand sexuality more fully: not only to improve their own sex lives but to lessen their scornful judgment of others.

As my curiosity grew, I moved out of the dungeon and onto the porn sets and community centers of San Francisco. I volunteered to be a demo submissive for many educators I admired, including Cléo Dubois and Midori, so that I could learn from them while also studying how others showed up to learn about kink. Around 2008, I began teaching my own classes on monster role-play, anal hygiene, BDSM etiquette, and more at sex-positive book and toy stores like Pleasure Chest (New York City and Los Angeles) and Good For Her (Toronto), universities and colleges like The New School and Swarthmore, and conventions like BinderCon. I performed in, produced, and directed award-winning indie queer porn. On a personal level, I learned that “leather community” was much more than a hot look; it was a thriving counterculture powered by creativity, political action, and mutual aid. When I moved to New York City in the 2010s, I refocused on writing, reporting, publishing, event production, and media-making with adult industry labor rights and taboo human desire always on the brain.

In 2013, I created a podcast called Why Are People Into That?! Each episode revolved around a particular kink or sexual passion—from latex to leather daddies, vampires to voyeurism—discussed in irreverent, freewheeling depth with a variety of experts, the whores and sluts and artists and scientists I met in my travels. I asked my guests to consider what it meant to approach these topics as top and bottom, dominant and submissive, sadist and masochist, vers and switch, across gender, in different cultures, and through the lens of different ethnicities and ages.

I never gave much thought to how many people were tuning in, even as the stats grew to fifty thousand listeners a month all over the world. But as the years went by, fans would approach me at dinner parties and bars, sometimes even on the streets and subway platforms of Brooklyn, most often to tell me, “I never thought I’d be into that, but after listening to your episode about it, I think I get it now!”

This book grew out of the project that began with my podcast, inviting readers far and wide to join a sociocultural investigation in which kink is the artifact in question, the text being analyzed—a deep dive into all manner of erotic fantasies and activities, blending pop culture, history, and personal narrative. The goal? To figure out precisely why people are attracted to, repulsed by, and curious about different aspects of human sexuality; and also why we want to know why. Two decades of experience—teaching enema workshops in dildo stores, writing dirty talk how-tos for mainstream women’s magazines, and being an obscenity expert on literary conference panels—has given me a knack for translating niche sensibilities to all different kinds of people, novices and experienced enthusiasts alike.

I can’t emphasize this enough: working in the sex industry is the experience that prepared me to be a sex educator and writer. In sessions with clients, I learned about the prismatic possibilities of desire—from the routine, to the imaginative, to the uncategorizable.ii On porn sets, I learned how an internal experience can be transformed into external performance connecting with audiences across time and space. From my fellow workers, I learned the nuances of emotional labor, how to listen to what a client is talking around and discern what he actually wants. And in understanding that this community is crucial to sex worker survival, I also learned how much everyday sex lives can be improved when we talk openly to even our most platonic friends about the hot, the awkward, and the downright weird.

If there’s one major trick I’ve developed in my kinky adventures on and off the clock, it’s how to boil down even the most seemingly extreme desires to relatable—even universal—human drives and motivations. This book takes the question “Are my desires normal?” (a constant inquiry among attendees of my workshops and in messages from fans) and answers with a resounding:

“YES! And… not giving a fuck about being normal is even better!”

While this book is not a prescriptive how-to guide, it is built on the idea that through self-compassion combined with a curiosity about other people’s desires, you can achieve all the things that other sex books promise: pleasure, adventure, happiness, fulfillment, ecstasy, and romance.

So much writing about sex takes it as a given that readers know nothing and fear everything—which is fair, given the lack of comprehensive, pleasure-positive sexual education in our modern world, not to mention the feelings-as-fact rhetorical dishonesty of most political discourse about gender, sex, power, and love. I want this book to be a testament to the ability of sex workers to teach about sex, for the same reasons that audiences want to read Bill Simmons on basketball or Michael Pollan on plants or Samin Nosrat on cooking: these longtime commentators offer not only insight into the field but a knack for what their readers want to appreciate and understand in order to become connoisseurs themselves. More than anything, this book is an invitation for readers to sense the levity in dark fantasies and the care inherent in rough play, to encourage them to look at pleasure and intimacy in a more curious, freer way, in the interest of a more liberated future—for all of us.

Let’s get into it.

Footnotes

i I had read an article called something like “I tried being a dominatrix for a day,” and while the author herself concluded she couldn’t hack it with all the mind games and stinky butts, I had thought, “Well, damn, I could do that!”

ii Here’s lookin’ at you, guy who fucked newspapers!








CHAPTER ONE

Feet
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“It’s best if they have the smell of a workout on them, or a day or two of living.… Sweet sweat hangs rich and humid between the toes, where my tongue likes to sweep. I could suck up that odour for hours. But I like to be patient, because it feels good to build to that unique pleasure, by first licking from the heel, along the arch… and then home, into the crevices between all those delicious toes. The big one feels especially hefty when I take it into my mouth and wrap my tongue around it. I like to worship, to soothe the hard work of a foot, the pressure it takes, the love it earns. I’m captivated by the shape, the smells, the curves. One is never enough. Two at a time, baby, a full meal.”

— Adam Zmith, writer and podcast producer, he/him
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Margaret Qualley kicks her bare feet up onto the dashboard of a cream-colored 1966 Cadillac Coupe de Ville, rubbing sole to toe a few inches from Brad Pitt’s face. Qualley, the actress, is a trained dancer, so those feet are muscular and full of grace. You know they can take a lot.

Her character is a hippie, a fictionalized Manson girl named Pussycat to be exact. So you can imagine those feet kicking up dust on endless trips, good and bad. She’s hitchhiking with no shoes (or very flat sandals, which is basically the same thing), and this is Quentin Tarantino’s late 1960s Los Angeles, so what could she have tread on in just a day? What trash could have threatened to prick or scrape her smooth, taut soles?

As Pussycat flirts hard with her debonair driver, she presses the balls of her feet and the pads of her toes against the windshield. The camera watches closely from the hood of the moving car. Her yellow calluses squash against glass, spreading but contained. In the audience, you’re beneath her. If the windshield is the ground, you’re under it, gazing up at a world dominated by feminine arches.

In the darkness of the Cobble Hill movie theater, watching this scene in Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood (2019), I leaned over and whispered to my date, “That’s not just a shot staged by a man who loves feet. That’s the work of a fetishist.”

Fetish is an aesthetic of intrigue. The fetishist obsesses. The fetishist experiments. The fetishist explores the limits of what the object of their desire can do when it is inserted, compressed, or drenched. The fetishist is driven to experience how their lust loses and maintains its form, in ways that are mundane but unexpected, like a foot pressed against a transparent windshield. But just because fetishists are interested in one thing, that doesn’t mean they’re indifferent to everything else.

Tarantino may be pop culture’s most well-known real-life fetishist. The speed-talking writer/director has never publicly confirmed any kinky preoccupation with feet, usually dismissing questions with an uncharacteristic reticence. But a recurring motif in his films—and the rumors that stick to it—has led to snickering ridicule more than it has promoted familiarity or understanding. A simple online search for “Tarantino feet” results in supercuts of his below-the-knee close-ups: mostly, but not always, women’s, often bare. There’s a pretty rude 2011 blog post written by a woman who claims to have experienced his podophilia firsthand during a hookup. In 2021, an artist named Sher Arar created a viral TikTok in which she asks Tarantino to sign her feet, which he does, chuckling nervously, although he declines her request to rate them.

In a 2019 late-night talk show interview, host Jimmy Kimmel points out to Qualley, smirking like he can barely contain himself, that her feet are featured prominently in Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood. The actress, in a nervous attempt to dodge the implication, says it’s “unfortunate” because of her “mangled” toes. Kimmel suggests that her discomfort probably made Tarantino more determined to show them.

Kimmel’s joke—one of many made by the media over the years—reveals the baseline assumptions we feel comfortable making about fetishes and the people who enjoy them. In lieu of taking any accusations about Tarantino’s suggested creepiness seriously, we get a talk show spectacle in which the male host puts a much younger female guest in a position to belittle herself at the expense of ethical fetishists everywhere. The implication is that the director is not only into feet but has set up his career to make beautiful movie stars squirm in order to satisfy his elusive desire. If this is the case, then Tarantino’s real violation is his choice to coercively pressure the people who work for him, not in getting turned on by any particular body part.

A genuine foot fetishist, hearing this joke on TV, could easily internalize the following message: My preference is tantamount to deception. The only way I will ever get what I want is through subterfuge, because honesty will only lead to embarrassment and rejection. The more social power this hypothetical fetishist has, the more likely they will pursue an exploitation of that power in order to feel good, because repression only transforms interest into compulsion. There’s a big difference between hot consensual humiliation and a lifetime of being told by communities, institutions, and the media that your desires make you unlovable.
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Our modern understanding of fetishism emerged from the field of psychology in the late 1800s. Leaders in what was at the time a new kind of science were striving to understand deviations from sexual norms, in part to distinguish mental health from the broad religious demonization of immorality or even the legal definition of sodomy. As noble as that inquiry may have been, the unfortunate result is a legacy of categorizing certain desires and identities as afflictions to be cured. It turns out that treating consensual sexual interests as psychological disorders is not really any better for society than treating them as sinful or criminal.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition text revision (DSM-5-TR), the American Psychiatric Association’s widely referenced tome, classifies fetishism as “persistent preferential sexual arousal in association with nonliving objects, an over-inclusive focus on (typically nonsexual) body parts and body secretions.”i In other words: if you get off on hairy armpits, strong vibrators, or calloused hands, you’re a bona fide sicko.

The related term paraphilia was introduced in the DSM-III (1980), defined by “persistent and recurrent sexual interests, urges, fantasies, or behaviors of marked intensity involving objects, activities, or even situations that are atypical in nature.” I’m no doctor, but I know a tautology when I see one: fetishists are abnormal because they’re not normal. When being cured means becoming normal, then normal is treated as a foregone conclusion, as something we should obviously want to be. Personally, I see no inherent value in being normal, which is why words like pervert and freak are so much fun to reclaim.

Over the years, the DSM has lumped fetishism and paraphilias in with pathological compulsions toward assault and abuse; it defines exhibitionism and sadism, for example, as being fundamentally nonconsensual, even though we know those interests can be and often are explored with partners who have complementary interests of voyeurism and masochism. The term kink is a more colloquial version of these medical legacy terms, associated with sociocultural movements that have sought to depathologize BDSM (encompassing bondage, discipline, domination, submission, sadism, and masochism),ii putting more of an emphasis on community and culture.

So, our understanding of what we might today call a kinky person is based on an enormous confirmation bias of what is considered “typical,” and the devastating presumption that “typical” is tantamount to “healthy.” Moreover, any time “normal” is treated as self-evident, especially in the medical industry, you can count on it being formed by cis-heteronormativity, white supremacy, and ableism. None of which is very sexy.

The DSM has, fortunately, evolved somewhat over the years, emphasizing the difference between having a fetish and having a disorder. The DSM-5 (2013) includes the following in its criteria for fetishistic disorder: “the fantasies, urges, or behaviors cause distress, or impairment in functioning.” The simplest way to describe the difference between this mental health definition of a fetish and that of a fetishistic disorder is the difference between enjoying a few beers at the end of the day and being an alcoholic. But compulsive behavior toward pleasurable stimulation, whether it’s getting high or getting off, is an affliction with a lot of social context. Privilege plays a role in who is seen as having an impairment in functioning. Most people at some time in their lives will repress or deny what they really want in order to keep up appearances because they’ve been led to believe this will make them truly happy. Many people will cause real harm—adultery, power tripping, abuse, assault—in the pursuit of sublimated desires. This is what “normal” looks like, the commonplace and falliable human sexuality that fetishism is defined against.

Another major clinical diagnostic tool, the International Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems,iii notes that “fetishistic fantasies are common, but they do not amount to a disorder unless they lead to rituals that are so compelling and unacceptable as to interfere with sexual intercourse and cause the individual distress.” Again, if you prefer any kind of sex other than penis-in-vagina intercourse, you’re clinically considered a sicko. There is also no consideration given to the fact that the “distress” in question may be caused by your fantasies being treated as a mental and emotional illness by medical and religious institutions, social mores, and cultural representations.

Textbook definitions of sexual health have a legacy of pathologizing desire—treating interests and identities as a sign that someone is a danger to themselves or others. Meanwhile, many people with “conventional” tastes are allowed (and even enabled) to continue to threaten and abuse with impunity. Take Tarantino’s longtime collaborator film producer Harvey Weinstein, for example—which is easy to do, as he has rightfully become the twenty-first-century American poster boy for serial sexual exploitation in the workplace. Hollywood openly teased Tarantino about being a foot guy for decades while Weinstein used his power to commit serial assault and coercion, weaponizing acts as vanilla as shoulder massage. And although many unfairly pathologized groups have in recent decades gained rights and welcomed relaxed social stigmas, that legacy of fear and shame endures.

Our understanding of perversion and normalcy comes from institutions where categorizing people into binaries is framed as a necessary preliminary stage of healing. But it’s not identity or desire that causes emotional or spiritual distress: it’s the fear that something in your nature does not conform with the kind of person you’ve been told you’re supposed to be. It’s the insidious idea that being a good person and being a fetishist are mutually exclusive, that a healthy queer is a contradiction in terms.

While mental health professionals have long speculated about what causes a person to develop a fetishistic preference in the first place, there is not an agreed-on explanation. Fetishes are like dreams in this way. Considering how damaging pathologizing theories have been to the self-esteem of and social regard for fetishists, we could argue that maybe there never should be one explanation. Maybe, to paraphrase Cormac McCarthy, the mystery that our heart desires is that there is no mystery. Maybe, when it comes to sexual health, happiness, and ethics, it matters less why people are into what they’re into and more how they explore and express their interests.

Ultimately, we can’t diagnose what exactly makes someone a fetishist any more than we should diagnose whether queer people are “born this way,” as long as biological determinism can be weaponized by those who would prefer to stomp out so-called freaks. Some people want to be accepted as just like anyone else while other people prefer to be defined as a deviation from the norm.

Consider, too, that the American Psychiatric Association only removed homosexuality from the paraphilias section of the DSM-II in 1973. The framework of queer people as sexual inverts is still very fresh. And when a medical professional can deem you maladaptive and dangerous, then laws against sodomy or queer art can be legitimized, and interpersonal discrimination can be reinforced. Not all queers are kinky, and not all kinky people are queer. But anyone with a desire or identity that doesn’t comport with institutional and social definitions of sexual and gender normalcy—gay, lesbian, bisexual, asexual, transgender, nonmonogamous, nonbinary, leather, and sex workers, to name a few—must be co-conspirators against the dominant paradigm that denies us civil rights. And while anyone of any gender identity or sexual orientation can be interested in kink, the people with the most social power have the most access to privacy, while the most marginalized lives in society are exposed and therefore most likely to be punished by the carceral state. It’s up to the perverts to band together against the pathologization and criminalization of who we are.

Foot fetishism is more specifically defined in the DSM-5 as partialism, where there is an intense focus on one part of the body, supposedly at the expense of interest in the whole unified person. This comes back to the normal-abnormal binary: few people are distressed over someone being a “tits guy” or an “ass man.” Everyone probably has at least some degree of prejudice about which body parts are most attractive: hands, hair, eyes, nose, ears, neck, belly buttons, legs. Fans of these parts will likely have an even more specific preference, whether it’s for long hair, or deep belly buttons, or thick thighs. But there is also a big difference between loving a part of someone’s body and loving it to the exclusion of their entire personhood. Our notions of partialism can manifest in many ways, like Eddie Murphy’s character in Boomerang (1992), who uses his love of feet to justify his pickiness: no matter how beautiful a woman is, if she’s got “hammertime” in her shoes, she’s dismissible.

This is where I think the fetishist still gets murky in our cultural imagination. We don’t think of someone with a non-normative sexual interest as well-adjusted or versatile. We think of the fetishist as someone with a disordered, dysfunctional, and rigid cathexis that excludes other types of pleasure and precludes intimacy. That doesn’t leave a lot of room for curiosity about why your partner is into that, or why you feel that desire stirring in yourself. Instead, we leap to panic and disgust. Fear that if your partner tells you he has a foot fetish, you’ll never get to enjoy sex that doesn’t involve toe sucking or testicle kicking. Shame that your interest in the curve of a high arch means you’ll never be able to satisfy your partner in “normal” ways. Panic that constricts the part of the mind capable of compassion. We may initially think we’re protecting ourselves, keeping our hearts and bodies safe from corruption. The judgment and belittling of others come from the same part of the brain that learns to stereotype, to internalize messaging about race, gender, and class. But ethics are not, and should not be, about our initial reaction; they’re about taking the next step, asking questions about what we don’t understand, deciding what kind of person we want our actions to display and how we want to influence and be influenced by the world.

Beyond the negative associations many have with the word fetish, sexual taste is really no different from a preference for spicy or sweet food, hot or iced coffee, half-hour comedies or one-hour dramas, the Rolling Stones or the Beatles, the ski slopes or the lodge. When you think about sexual tastes in these terms, you realize they are not fixed in time or meaning. Your fetishes are not predestined or determined. They’re in conversation with the rest of your sense of self, with the circumstances of your life; and you have both choice and responsibility in how you express them. In this sense, you could even say that Tarantino demonstrates as much of a fetish for surf guitars and nonlinear intersecting storylines as he does for feet.

For the rest of this book, I want you to embark on a grand experiment with me. I believe we can enjoy being deviant freaks while dismissing the idea that a “normal” sexuality is a useful concept. I want to see what it’s like to talk about a fetish as a taste that doesn’t mean the exclusion of other tastes. I want to consider fetishism as one interest among many—influenced by identity, culture, and experience—something that intrigues and arouses you without holding the rest of your happiness hostage. I want to explore what it means to be into that, whatever your that may be, and how that can expand, rather than limit, your pleasure and the pleasure of your partner/s.
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It’s no coincidence that the foot fetish subplot of a 1999 episode of Sex and the City (SATC) plays with the trope of deception. Like the late-night host chatting to the actress about the director, SATC finds humor in the idea that fetishists impose their desires on unsuspecting victims rather than reveling in them with compatible partners. Secrets and lies are admittedly very effective storytelling devices, which is why subterfuge motivates the plots of rom-coms and porn alike.

In an episode titled “La Douleur Exquise!”—a French term for the pain of wanting something you know you can’t have—Carrie Bradshaw and her clique of wealthy white single ladies navigate plotlines about turn-ons (public sex with the danger of being caught, gay male underwear parties) that the already definitionally horny show considers to be unusual. Charlotte, the show’s primmest character, strikes up a tentative friendship with a nebbish salesman named Buster at an upscale women’s shoe store. You know he’s a fetishist because he guesses her size (7, for the record) from across the shop.iv

With every visit, Buster offers Charlotte steeper and steeper discounts on designer heels, alongside escalating suggestions about what she can provide him in exchange. First, he wants to rub her feet, then slide new styles onto them. She’s titillated, not only by the excuse to indulge in fancy footwear but also by what she takes to be a harmless admiration. By the episode’s end, however, merely witnessing Buster’s unrestrained lust at watching her try on Italian slingbacks becomes too disgusting for Charlotte. He bites his tie, breathes heavily, and seems to comically orgasm in his pants from merely placing shoes on her bare feet.

Of all the topics covered in six seasons of SATC, this is not an exploration of one of the girls indulging in something racy with a handsome new boyfriend; it’s a chance to make fun of someone and call him a weirdo. Buster is hardly faultless in offering hundreds of dollars in discounts on items he knows Charlotte wants with the pretense of a retail exchange when he’s clearly contriving leverage to touch her feet, but she does agree to the terms of his offer. For a show that ostensibly celebrates a certain kind of sexual freedom for a certain kind of person, this scene in particular commits a basic faux pas: it’s okay to be sexually free as long as you’re not being such a fucking freak about it.

“When a shoe fetish meets a foot fetish, all reason goes out the shop window,” Carrie quips in voiceover. In order for this joke to land, the audience has to have an inherent understanding that fetish means both “sophisticated connoisseurship,” in the case of Charlotte the passionate customer, and “maladaptive creepy obsession,” in the case of Buster the dishonest salesman. Clearly, the show is not suggesting that Charlotte and Carrie’s “fetish” for Manolo Blahniks causes “impairment in functioning,” the DSM-5’s criteria for fetishistic disorder.

This “fetish” play on words is reminiscent of the slanted multiple meanings in how we use the word whore. A whore is someone who exchanges sexual services for money or anything of value. Like all epithets, whore can be reclaimed by those it’s been weaponized against, and can even be used in a playful interpersonal way, including variations like ho/hoe/heaux and slang evolutions (usually appropriated by the mainstream from hip-hop) like “that hoe over there” (i.e., “thot” or “thotty”). But a central meaning is lost in cruelly saying, “That dress makes you look like a whore” or texting friendly vulgarities like “Get your whore-ass over here, I’m making Frosé!” A whore, by definition, is someone who both knows their sexual value and explicitly sets their price. The term is often used interchangeably with slut to insult someone who is simply promiscuous or appears as such, reinforcing the message that being cheap and easy devalues someone socially. So it’s wrong to be paid for sex, but it’s also wrong to give it away for free. What’s a modern girl to do?!

“I’m such a whore for books” or “surf guitars” or “chili crisp.” In this sense—the Carrie Bradshaw sense—a whore for shoes and a shoe fetishist mean precisely the same thing. It means she likes them and collects them. But in neither case does Carrie mean “I exchange sexual services for shoes” or “I can’t get aroused unless there are shoes present.”

What this etymology exposes is that we’re already well-versed in using the word fetish to describe “something I have a taste for.” Not a sickness to be cured, not a fixation that leads to poor judgment and coercion. Not something that society makes taboo (being turned on by feet), which then leads to more repression (working in a shoe store instead of being open about your love of feet), which then leads to more bad behavior (offering free shoes to customers in exchange for foot rubs), which then feeds the situations (cumming awkwardly in your pants) that contribute to the taboo (foot guys are weirdos).

Something unexpected we can learn from SATC is that sex is not just about orgasms, and fetishism is not just about weird ways to get off. Beautiful shoes are the turn-on in this episode, but wearing them also brings constant pleasure to the characters throughout the series. If a shoe is a sex symbol, then it symbolizes many different aspects of sex, including flirtation and self-love and peacocking and emotion and mood. It’s also about homosocial discussions of sex, the thing that endeared me most to this flawed and dated show when it was first on the air. These women wear sexy heels when they get together to talk about their sex lives. Over the years, I’ve forgotten about most of the people the characters dated, whether they pined over them or made fun of them. What I remember vividly is them sitting together over brunch or cocktails, engaged in Socratic debates about bisexuality and fidelity and vibrators. And I remember them strolling down Manhattan sidewalks, oohing and aahing over one another’s choice in beautiful shoes, indulging one another in a tastemaker’s appreciation of their shared fetish.

In the style of Carrie Bradshaw, maybe our real fetishes were the friends we made along the way.…
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If we scale all sexuality—inner fantasy lives, imagination, shapeless amorphous desires in search of an object, the physical sensation of lust, photographs of naked adult bodies, videos of unsimulated fucking, rude humor, fine art, pleasure education, reproductive health, gender expression, and much more—back to a simple fact of existence with no moral valance, we can begin to unlearn everything we’ve been taught about what is normal and why we should care. It’s sexual tension that drives us and shapes us, and that tension emerges from all sorts of different places.

In psychologist Jack Morin’s oft-cited 1995 book The Erotic Mind: Unlocking the Inner Sources of Passion and Fulfillment, he describes the “erotic equation” as follows: Attraction + Obstacles = Excitement. It’s another way of analyzing the concept of la douleur exquise, and also makes sense for a lot of fetish play.

These obstacles can take many forms. A withholding crush playing hard to get. The distance in a long-distance relationship. The reveal of a hand from a satin glove in a burlesque striptease. An underwear or lingerie fetishist enjoys the obstacle to the body as much as the naked body itself: the bulge of a half-hard cock inside tight white cotton briefs, an ass framed by the straps of a jock, cleavage bulging over a tightly cinched corset, thigh flesh pouring over garters. For the foot fetishist, it might be the silk Cuban-heeled stockings or sweaty tube socks that encase the calves, the windshield squashing against the underside of a dancer’s “mangled toes.”

Lust is a yearning to get some satisfaction, but lust also yearns to be thwarted, to stay as tense as an unplucked electric-guitar string, to experiment and explore and be rejected and disappointed, to take risks and warm up to comfort, to bond and to drift away, to obsess, to be so high off new-relationship energy that you can’t imagine thinking about anything else, to see other people high off new-relationship energy and wonder how anyone could be so insufferable, to be so heartbroken you are utterly certain you’re through with love and you’ll never love again, to allow elusive love to surprise you over and over.

A social taboo can also be an obstacle that excites attraction. Taboos factor into turn-ons because of the learned normal-abnormal binary. We are excited by the verboden, what we are told we’re not supposed to want, what we can’t have, who we’re not supposed to be or be with. The struggle with taboo tension, however, can easily curdle into shame. Shame can be self-inflicted or weaponized, either socially by peers or institutionally, or through something as pervasive and sublimated as cultural messaging. Fear feeds on shame, which is why slut-shaming and whorephobia go hand in hand.

“Shame is the most powerful, master emotion,” Brené Brown writes in her admittedly corny but low-key mind-blowing book Daring Greatly, which has alchemized an entire generation’s relationship to the word vulnerability. Shame, according to Brown’s research, is “the fear that we’re not good enough.”1

Apply this definition to sex, and it becomes clear why shame is unfortunately central to so many erotic lives. Our sexual desires and identities are the things we are told most constantly qualify us as clean versus filthy, pure versus tainted, lovable versus unworthy.

Like a consumer seeking a product to fill a void that marketing itself has created, some perverts who are driven by shame can end up in a compulsive and self-replicating cycle of dissatisfaction. I have seen people struggle when given the opportunity to release the grip that shame holds over their sex life; they’ve come to identify with that feeling, to connect it to pleasure, as if they must pay a routine shame tax in order to feel ever-so-briefly good.

“If we can share our story with someone who responds with empathy and understanding,” Brown says, “shame can’t survive.” This is why the storytelling aspect of the erotic is so important. Open and honest and curious conversations about sex put shame in perspective.

People judge others for their sexual choices as if they could just redirect or get rid of their shame by displacing it, as if shame were a hot potato or the curse from the horror film It Follows (2014). Yet shame is a ghost that will just keep haunting you if you don’t make a sincere effort to process it, to purge it. And wild hot deviant sex is the best kind of exorcism I know.

Seen another way, sex might be the perfect environment to make yourself vulnerable, to admit that you’re scared you’re not good enough. Sex gives you the chance to be seen, literally and metaphysically. What if someone sees you and lets you know you’re more than good enough? Or what if, through sex, someone can dig her claws into your shame, eviscerating it, laying it out where everyone can get a good look at it? Maybe, sometimes, with the right chemistry, seeing your own shame presented right in front of you might just cure you from being controlled by it. Whatever your fetish—for feet, for knives, for anthropomorphic furry fursona costumes, for Saran wrap mummification, for waterboarding, for hypnosis, for farts, for pregnancy, for diapers, or for anything, really—if you can practice adoring the strange contours of your own desire and the desires of others, you can learn to see those desires as proud features rather than shameful flaws.

We can’t know what a world without shame would feel like, what a parallel dimension free of repression would look like. Would we even enjoy that world? With that tension released, would the filthy fucking we love even be hot anymore? We can’t know if a sexual utopia would be boring as hell. In the meantime, we have to deal with the world we’ve got, the world we’ve inherited, the world we are stewarding and cultivating. No one is alone in the experience of absorbing messages that your body and erotic tastes are something to be ashamed of; but it’s never too late to treat yourself and others with vulnerable kindness that creates an uninhabitable environment for sexual shame.
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So, what exactly is the appeal of feet for those of us who love them?

As a pro-domme, I discovered that if a client said he was into feet, that could mean any number of things. I learned to ask: Are you into pampering me? Do you want to massage me in a way that’s about being in service to my pleasure, or about yours in having access to a private part of me, and can we have both? Do you like to inflict excruciating sensation on this sensitive body part in order to elicit uninhibited shrieks? Are you into worship, meaning running your tongue all over my feet and popping my piggies into your mouth one at a time? Do you want me to hit the gym and keep my sweaty sneakers on before I see you? Do you want me to press the ball of my foot against your genitals or kick you as hard as I can? Put my entire weight on your chest or back? Smother your face? When you say feet, do you also mean legs? High heels? Engineer boots? Silk stockings? Football socks? Do you want my foot in other holes besides your mouth? Do you want to be objectified as my ottoman, on your hands and knees while I rest myself on you? And do you want a foot job? Because if so, I need to work extra hard on my boat pose in Pilates!

As with many fetishes, the fetishized object—or, in this case, body part—becomes the main ingredient for many different-flavored experimentations. Sometimes the foot lover is the top, sometimes the masochist. Sometimes the foot is about sensuality, a part of us that, revealed in its nakedness, we treat with tender softness. Feet can stomp a submissive into a humiliating position, emphasizing that you are debased on the ground and I am towering over you. A foot can inspire disgust (even the most beautifully pampered body part can smell pretty gnarly after a few hours of exertion) or pain (a swift kick to the groin is a fast track to ecstasy for a certain kind of sadomasochist). Feet and toes are like prehensile penises or clitorises: sensitive, articulated, and capable of grasping. There are social taboos around keeping feet politely contained and hidden, so voyeurs can catch a glimpse of something supposedly private while an exhibitionist knowingly wears pumps with a peep toe or sandals that show off their arch. Feet also have sensitive nerve endings and are vulnerable, while still grounding us to the earth. Like many forms of fetishism, foot play also has the advantage of being safer sex. Swirling around these activities, power, pleasure, reverence, and pain are all in flux.

Indulging in these fantasies for money taught me that I was just as much of a foot guy as any of my clients. As someone who is into feet myself, here’s what I like about them: I see them as microcosms. I dare you to look at someone’s feet and not see some kind of allegory for the body, and often somehow the personality, of the person they’re attached to. Delicate, rough, curved, angular, swollen, adorned, neglected, encased, exposed. This is part of why, despite the numerous issues I have with Tarantino’s movies, I will always be fond of those foot close-ups. I feel a camaraderie with someone who sees feet the way I do: as characters.
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In community organizer Yin Q’s autobiographical web series Mercy Mistress, a handsome young bike messenger named Ken sees feet wherever he goes. He doesn’t get hard during his hookups with women because he can’t admit that what he really wants is to lick their soles. He is stuck in what a doctor trained by the DSM might call a case of partialism. Ken might even get a fetishistic disorder diagnosis, since he struggles with an internal conflict over wishing he was someone other than he is—someone “normal.” His problem is not that he loves feet; his problem is that he wishes he didn’t.

The only person who knows what really gets Ken off is a professional dominatrix based on Yin. In Yin’s dungeon, Ken kneels, wearing only boxer briefs. With her permission—“You may go down”—he removes her black high heel. He takes a deep inhale of the shoe’s pungent insides before kissing her stockinged feet, traveling up her leg until she stops him at the knee with a simple gesture of her leather-gloved hand. His face is reverent. His lips are sensual and hungry, like he’s eating pussy or ice cream. He takes her toe into his mouth like a cock. With the respectful precision of someone who has been well trained, he removes her stockings, bundling them up and inhaling them too. He kisses her bare feet as she allows him to jerk off.

Watching this beautifully shot and acted scene, I thought about it in contrast to the SATC setup. Both Ken and Buster are repressed foot partialists. Buster coerces Charlotte with an inappropriate bribe, whereas Ken and Yin have a clearly negotiated transaction. Yin is an expert top providing a safe space for a submissive to explore, whereas Buster may well be getting off (as Kimmel implied about Tarantino) on not only Charlotte’s feet but her discomfort. We’ll never know because unlike Ken, Buster doesn’t get an inner life or explanatory monologue.

Stripping away all of our moral, religious, medical, and legal understanding of sexual health versus sexual deviance, what is the fundamental difference between Ken’s lips on Yin’s feet versus his lips on her breasts or genitals? The answer is that there is none, beyond the characters’ shared boundaries and desires.

Another difference between Buster and Ken is that Ken is granted not only subjectivity but also specificity. His kink does not stand in for kinks everywhere. We learn about the root of his foot fetish when Yin asks him about it. In flashback, a babysitter teases young Ken with her feet during the scary and sexy parts of a movie. The intensity of watching something mature on TV gets tangled up in a beautiful older girl’s bare feet, the solvent smell of nail polish mixed with potent pheromones.

When I worked as a dominatrix, my clients were eager to offer up the roots of their desires, which were usually childhood memories that created a powerful association between their fetish and a feeling they wanted to relive as much as possible. Their stories of cartoon spankings, comic book bondage, and girl bullies were a part of the secret identity they shared with me in our time together. Often, women like me were the only ones in their lives who knew about this personal history, this erotic ritual. The emotions associated with their early attraction to their fetish were among the boldest in the box of crayons, negative as often as they were positive: embarrassment, belonging, safety, fear, first sparks of lust and love. But the relationship between these memories and their fetishes was personal mythology, not objective fact. Correlation is not causation, and the more experience you have with kinky sex, the harder it becomes to ignore that ambiguity. Mercy Mistress illustrates that it’s not enough to have your tidy explanation for the childhood cause of why you’re like this; you have to accept and integrate it into your whole adult self in order to have the sex life you want.

These root stories are useful for self-understanding, but sometimes they are employed as justification. In the minds of many fetishists, this thing happened to them when they were too young and innocent to do anything about it. Now they’re fated, doomed even, to play out the habit over and over. Like Macbeth, they’re victims of destiny. If a kinky man doesn’t believe his desires comport with the kind of person he wants to be, he might justify lying to get his needs met, because he already believes that just wanting to kiss feet makes him a bad person. Kinky desire can come from both nature and nurture. Ultimately, we all have a choice in how we integrate those desires into our lives, and responsibility to the people we make commitments to.

One formative childhood moment is not enough to produce a man who can’t fuck without feet. If this were true, then every person who was spanked as a child would be a corporal punishment fetishist. Some adults believe they like to be spanked because they were spanked nonconsensually when they were young, and some find they enjoy spanking even when they have no traumatic association. We know that some people fantasize about rape because they were assaulted, and some because they have to live with the fear that they might be assaulted someday. The same goes for feet: you can have a powerful foot-based memory and never form a fetish, and you can form a foot fetish without a powerful memory.

Personally, I have no idea if there’s some tidy explanation for my many turn-ons, but then again, I don’t mind being seen as a pervert for what I like. That just guides me to other perverts! What I do mind—what we should all mind—is being denied the opportunity to explore our tastes because of a lack of education and representation about what a pervert’s life can be.

As Mercy Mistress progresses, Yin offers to train Ken to integrate his fetish into the rest of his sex life, building a ritual of power exchange and sadomasochistic disciplinary techniques. Placing her beautiful shoes in front of his face, she circles around and beats his ass with a rattan cane. He endures the pain, and she rewards him with her feet, a look of breathtaking gratification on her face. Afterward, he tells her that he feels strong. In the wake of this ritual, he finds the courage to share his foot love with someone he’s dating. All the characters then get to experience catharsis. Yin is deeply satisfied by reconditioning her client. Ken’s newest date gets a hot fuck and fresh insight into this cute guy. And Ken, in taking a big risk, is rewarded with exactly what he wanted all along: his fetish integrated with intimacy and mutual pleasure.

Anyone who has ever struggled with anxiety about being accepted for their deepest desires can relate to Ken, and to the real-life dominatrix clients he is based on. It’s understandable that, like Ken, we want to find a single moment to explain why we’re “like this.” The danger comes when authority figures think they can control our desires, coaxing our identities into normalcy by censoring our experience. But desire, like nature, finds a way. Mercy Mistress demonstrates part of what sex workers can provide: a transactional space to explore without shame, which can then support practice and embolden fulfillment. Codifying an origin story of your desires can never be a substitute for taking the risk to share them with others, to see how your entire outlook on life can change when you do.
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We need a new code of sexual ethics based on imagination, curiosity, and communication. An ethic that abolishes the thought-policing (along with the long history of literal policing) of erotic ideas, fantasies, feelings, and tastes. Every person reading this has, at some point in their lives, felt a longing for an embodied experience of pleasure or particular configuration of companionship that was roundly suppressed by their inner cop. Who benefits from teaching us to repress ourselves? Only those who already have power and are terrified of yielding any measure of it.

The social function performed by establishing what is clean and what is dirty has everything to do with shame and power; if people believed that while they are responsible for their actions, their feelings and fantasies are nothing to be ashamed of, they would be more difficult to control. It benefits the system of white supremacy for society to have a shared belief of what kind of person is civilized by their nature. It benefits the system of the patriarchy for society to have a shared belief of which ideas are pure and which feelings are perverted. It benefits the system of cis-heteronormativity for society to have a shared belief of what bodies make appropriate families, and what those families shouldn’t be doing in both public and private spaces. And all of these beliefs are perpetuated through the bluntest tools of repression, oppression, and policing, along with the threat of violence and ostracism as punishment for transgressing.

The entire premise of this book is predicated on the why. But ultimately, the answer to anything you could place in the That space of Why Are People Into That? is: Why not? This is the dialectic of desire: it’s worth asking and investigating why people are into that, and, at the same time, it doesn’t matter why people are into that. You don’t owe anyone an explanation of why you’re into that. However, on a very practical level, you can fight the ideas, internal and external, that tell you what you like makes you sick by exploring and discussing and experimenting with your why. Your why might help you to get what you want. Sex is so overwhelming that we often grasp for prescriptive unyielding advice, but the stakes of pleasure are too high for us to allow ourselves to be fooled by reductivism. Desire, if you’ll forgive me, is slippery. It’s squishy. Like toes pressed against glass, it doesn’t hold a form. We should never expect that it should.

You might like feet because of being bullied as a child or because of a low-to-the-ground glimpse you caught of something that was supposed to be adult and private. You might have had a surge of hormones watching a sexy celebrity’s toes when you were sneaking a peek at an R-rated movie. You might like to torture feet, or huff them, or use them to put someone in their place. You might get off adorning them in expensive spa treatments and designer stilettos or squashing them into mud. You might emphasize their femininity, or masculinity, or androgyny. You might love them because they’re disgusting, because they’re beautiful, because you can use them to control, because they’re aspirational, because they’re what you were denied or what you were permitted. Your fear of being judged for being a foot perv may have calcified into an entire identity. Whatever the reason, if we think of the fetishist as a connoisseur driven to connect with other connoisseurs, we are better set up to explore the why while indulging in pleasures of our own and remaining open to the mysteries of desire. Understanding the fetishist as a tastemaker makes us more empathetic to lovers whose taste differs from our own. This can help us to compassionately see sex in everything, and to see everything in sex.

Despite Tarantino’s reputation, feet are not always explicitly erotic in his films; instead, they’re the focus of tensions and triumphs. The foot is sex when it’s naked and sensual, like Salma Hayek as a vampire stripper pouring booze down her leg into Tarantino’s mouth in Robert Rodriguez’s From Dusk Til Dawn (1996). I’m not saying that as a director Tarantino is more subtle, but he’s not always this literal. In his movies, fetishism is in the act of focusing in on the feet as much as what the feet are doing.

Often the feet themselves—male or female, wearing shoes or barefoot—are dramatic pauses. The shoe as sartorial assertion. You often wonder if Tarantino is expressing some partialist’s worldview, if he would like feet even more without pesky people attached. His actors’ feet are like puppets; you know who they are and what they want by the way they’re clad and how they move. The elegant high-heeled plaster cast that seals a woman’s fate in Inglourious Basterds (2009). A leg cut off by the frame and then later by a machine in Death Proof (2007), admired then literally objectified, connecting beauty and deconstruction.

Sex, as symbolized by these feet, is also seduction, suspense, withholding, decor, and death. In Kill Bill: Volume 2 (2004), a prolonged sequence involving our heroine wiggling her toes symbolizes her resilience in the face of impossible odds. Later, she’ll fight barefoot and squish a plucked eyeball, a final insult her opponent cannot see, having just been plunged into darkness.

In Tarantino’s later movies, including Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood, there seems a near-meta element to his fixation, an excitement not just in showcasing feet but in flaunting his power to do so. He doesn’t seem to be poking fun at himself, but rather at the people who have made this foot business such a big deal.

It is precisely the versatility of fetishes that demonstrates why it’s completely useless to jump to conclusions about their immutable meaning. We don’t explore kinks so we can distinguish between weird shit and good shit: we do it because exploration and understanding helps us to enjoy ourselves! The process of self-reflection, conversation, and organizing fellow connoisseurs that is its own pleasure. A fetish is a symbol, an element of a story. Stories can teach and heal and reveal, but ultimately if all they do is entertain us and give us a break, a diversion from the real world, they’ve still fulfilled their purpose. Stories are the opposite of pathologies: we are free to make our own, to accept them as they change. And if Tarantino uses his art to express his fetish, then it’s clear he has many selves, with many meanings, to explore.

When Uma Thurman enters Pulp Fiction (1994) playing the reckless Mrs. Mia Wallace, the camera follows her close to the ground as she pads down a hallway and then poses, sole up, clean folds exposed. Tarantino’s feet say: I’ve arrived. Let’s dance. Let’s flirt. Let’s get into trouble. Or, as Mia herself says, “Let’s go.”

Footnotes

i First published in 1952, the most recently revised version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders as of this writing is 2022’s DSM-5-TR.

ii Some will include “Master-slave” dynamics in BDSM, but I personally do not use the term slave in my discussions of erotic power exchange unless it has been specifically invoked by a Black person.

iii Most recently revised in 1994, maintained by the World Health Organization.

iv I once modeled for a glasses fetish website; the photographer knew my optical prescription from the moment I walked in the door.
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CHAPTER TWO

Spanking
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“my butt is warm, i am as high as i’ve ever been & when i get home to look at the evidence i am filled with immense joy: i was right. welts and purples are there. proof that something sinister happened and proof that i could take it. i have a high pain tolerance and i don’t bruise easily. i like to think that is a fun challenge for whoever is beating me. a smug little thing, i make photographs and immediately send them to my top.

my favorite way to give a bruise is by slowly building to it. in between strikes i like to gently rub my gloved hands up and down the bottom’s back, butt and legs. if permitted, i’ll even kiss them on a cheek; leaving an imprint of my red lipstick. i use my mark as target practice. i can be as mean or as nice as they want. it’s a psychological thing to receive strike after strike and anticipate another only to be met with soft hands. at the end of the session i’ll rub the bottom down with lotion and thank them and their ass for letting me worship them. i impatiently wait to receive bruise reports and they never fail to make me smile. my canvas is filled with reds and purples.”

— courtney coles, 34, photographer & professor, she/her/dyke
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It’s August 2020, and my wife and I are swimming in the Pacific Ocean. We didn’t mean to abandon our beloved New York City during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, but here I confess that’s exactly what we’ve done. The Southern California move was a long time coming. It promised farmers markets and year-round sunshine and forests and hot springs and mountain views and desert expanse and the beach. We’re quarantined from other people for now, but at least we can be closer to the natural world.

The two of us have been swimming for a while, past the breakers. But it’s low tide, and the water is shallow and warm. We can stand with our faces above the surface.

Curious about depth, I place a tentative foot on the ocean floor. When I do, my brain gets a jolting message. Something isn’t right. Something is burning.

“I think I stepped on glass!” I call out with growing alarm, before turning and swimming as fast as I can. It’s not until I reach the shore that I realize I’m in so much pain that I can’t stand up.

As my wife runs to find help, I sit rocking in my black bikini, staring in confused horror at the puncture wound in the bottom of my foot. In this moment, I don’t know if I’ve been snagged by trash or bitten by something predatory. All I know is that the indescribably excruciating sensation is growing, throbbing up my leg. I breathe deep and even to keep from panicking, using a meditation technique I’ve recently learned: repeat to yourself LET on the inhale, and on the exhale think GO. I like the multiple meanings of this mantra: LET reminds me to allow and accept whatever is happening, whether emergency or insomnia, while GO instructs me to keep it moving.

The lifeguard, an absolute porno of a man with effortless abs and tight red shorts, soon appears with a calm explanation: I’ve been stung. In fact, he confirms that so many people have been stung today that his station is out of their safety kits—yellow plastic immersion bags full of hot freshwater, helpfully decorated with red and silver stingrays, in case there was any remaining confusion about the source of our pain.

While the station heats more neutralizing freshwater, I get a lesson on cartilaginous fish. When threatened by, say, being stomped on while it’s minding its own damn business, a stingray will whip its tail, releasing a venomous barb into the offending stomper. The neurotoxic venom, while agonizing, generally does not cause permanent damage to a mammal my size. The pain is, in effect, all in my head.

This knowledge is transformative for me. It compartmentalizes my fear from my pain. The threat of the unknown, of being permanently harmed, is its own kind of terror. Pain—just the simple fact of physical pain, with no malice, no predation, nothing to be done except endure—has no more intrinsic moral or emotional meaning for me than any other sensation. And as a practicing sadomasochist, I’m no stranger to this kind of feeling.

So on the beach, I cope by invoking Dune’s Paul Atreides with his hand in a ritual box of fire, reciting the “Litany Against Fear” (“I will not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. I will face my fear. I will let it pass through me. When the fear has gone, there shall be nothing. Only I will remain.”). The sun bakes brine into my skin. I breathe in, trying to imagine every atom relaxing (LET), and out, trying to release everything I don’t need (GO). I stare at the waves, my foot awkwardly soaking in a stiff plastic bag of hot water.

Ignoring the gawkers, I fantasize about synthesizing a neurotoxin to use for the purpose of torturing my fellow masochists, something that could make them feel this all-consuming intensity while they utterly trust that they are safe. Right now, my pain is pointless: the result of a misunderstanding between myself and the natural world. But pain, properly exchanged, can have all kinds of meanings: service, sensualization, entertainment, discipline, catharsis. I’m grateful that my experience with BDSM—first professionally, and then personally—makes this encounter more tolerable, even instructive.

When you can empty something of meaning, you can usually fill it up too.

Fill it with whatever you want.
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I discovered my love of pain in my midtwenties while working in a professional dungeon in Oakland.

For me, being a dominatrix was essentially well-paid private improv theater. My clients, mostly cisgender men, commissioned sessions based on their interests; some of them were better at communicating those interests than others. We negotiated and designed the premise for a “scene,” that is, the play contained in our time together based on desires, boundaries, and skill sets. Then, we set it all in motion.

On the job, I learned to break down the subcultural acronym BDSM, in which most of the letters encompass more than one meaning. Bondage both physical and psychological. Disciplined training, punishment, guidance, and correction. Sadism, the wielding of erotic pain. Masochism, the receiving of that pain. Domination and Submission for those who wanted to explicitly foreground power exchange. A typical client wanted a combination of these, as well as other fetish indulgences and erotic fantasy scenarios.

Since I worked as a versatile switch—offering the service to clients of being both the top (or sadist, or dominant) and the bottom (or masochist, or submissive)—I got the picture from all angles. Most of the kinky things I’ve done in my life, I did for the first time at this job.

I’d always been intensely curious about BDSM, but I hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask for or insist on what I wanted from any of about a dozen sex partners I’d had before I started working as a pro-domme. My earliest forays into what I now proudly recognize as perversion consisted of beelining to the erotica or human sexuality section of Bay Area bookstores like City Lights and Dog Eared, where I enjoyed some light exhibitionism in my display of mere retail interest. Methodically, I accumulated a robust personal collection of fiction, nonfiction, art, photography, comics, and zines on varied topics of queer politics, fetish aesthetics, and human horniness. I pored over these books, but I longed for something beyond the intellectual; I longed for sensational, overwhelming experience. Not just conceptualizing the thing, but doing and being the thing.

I longed to be thrown in the back of a van and used by all my friends like Catherine Millet.i I dreamed of cruising a leather daddy on a motorcycle and impressing him with my strap-on skills like Carol Queen.ii I ached to jerk off in bathhouses next to Brontez Purnelliii in all his messiness. I wanted to be a part of the filthy, erudite countercultures of Crisco discos and ecstatic body modification rituals described in anthologies by Re/Search and Disinfo. And I wanted to be the person to make art and theory about these worlds like Tristan Taorminoiv and Annie Sprinklev and Midorivi and Gayle Rubinvii and Patrick Califia.viii In these books, I encountered the idea that the best sex education came from whores, sluts, perverts, and pornographers, people who were part of the underground and not simply observing things from a “respectable” distance.

I wasn’t a part of any of those communities yet but wouldn’t say I was living a lie, exactly. Since my late teens, I’d had exciting sex, drunken sex, loving sex, disappointing sex. In my impatience, I was attracted to convenience. What is broadly deemed to be “vanilla” was intriguing enough to me, so that’s the kind of sex I had. One of the genders I’m attracted to is cis men, and when I was a young adult, men were available, so that’s mostly who I had sex with. I was content with, if not thrilled by, these encounters. The biggest problem was that I rarely felt that I was the object of passionate desire, and that frustrated me more than anything. I believed unwaveringly that I deserved to feel brazenly, intensely, obviously wanted.

Before I became a sex worker, the main way my kinkiness manifested was via my appetite. I wanted so much more sex, and more from sex, than my partners seemed to. I despised the notion of playing hard to get in part because I was literally very easy to get. I’d already had two long-term boyfriends who complained that my insatiable sex drive put too much pressure on them. Maybe I figured if I fucked more frequently, something more interesting was bound to happen. I had the same conundrum as anyone who lives their life more in books than in practice: I saw myself as the embodiment of the horny fantasy girl in so much of what I read, but I couldn’t get anyone to see me the way I saw myself.

So, I became a horny fantasy girl for hire. This offered me the opportunity to have a lot of experiences efficiently, with a lot of different kinds of people, and with at least one unwaveringly unambiguous guaranteed benefit: economic power. It turned out that I was so interested in getting more experience that it didn’t matter so much if I was attracted to my playmates, or even if I enjoyed their company. In fact, playing with unpleasant people would often unlock an entirely new design in the game of sex: not liking my playmates freed me from my preoccupation with needing to be liked. Being coveted and monetarily valued for my own attractiveness restored some of the confidence I had struggled to maintain as an androgynous young pervert trying to navigate late 1990s and early 2000s dating landscapes.

The dungeon was an arena of plausible professional deniability for my personal curiosity. I was learning about handcuffs, and role-play, and genitorture, and golden showers, and pegging, and ass smothering—not because I was begging partners to try these activities, but because this was what men were paying for. As for my gorgeous coworkers, I could indulge in my queer crushes with minimal emotional complication by upselling them for doubles and cameos. I was playing with people whose desire for what we were doing and for doing it with me was a foregone conclusion. As I uncovered my own interests through this process, I could better understand them—at first, anyway—in the context of practical accomplishment.

Solving the problem of satisfying men and making money with women, in routine and formulaic ways like a television procedural, relaxed my neurosis enough to show myself to myself. Sex work was a window, and when the lights went off, it became a mirror.
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Professional BDSM gave me categories, shapes, columns, and taxonomies to contextualize my desires, to deepen my understanding of them. I was full to overflowing with perverted fantasies, most of which were abstract and frustrated. Identity boxes have the power to both liberate and constrict, in self-actualization and social manifestation.

Even as I got more field experience, my craving for broader historical, scientific, psychological, and cultural context wasn’t going anywhere. Since we worked seven-hour shifts regardless of bookings, there were many long afternoons at the dungeon where we sat around just waiting for the phone to ring. On slow days, I would typically settle onto the black leather couch in the houseplant-filled negotiation parlor, taking advantage of my boss’s collection of kink books. This was where I learned that sadism and masochism, like fetishism, were words first invented to describe perceived mental illness. Richard von Krafft-Ebing, a German psychiatrist, coined the terms in his 1890 book, Psychopathia Sexualis.

I was taken with the literary origins of the terminology. Krafft-Ebing named the impulse to receive erotic pain after Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, a then-contemporary Austrian author whose preoccupation with whips and degradation was said to be as personal as it was poetic. In his 1870 novella Venus in Furs, Sacher-Masoch writes of a man who begs his lover to beat, bind, and cuckold him, describing the experience as “suprasensual.”ix Venus in Furs would later inspire a late 1960s Velvet Underground song of the same name, which was often played live while accompanied by a performance art group called the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, who gyrated and pantomimed whipping one another under psychedelic lights. The title has continued to somersault through cultural history as a 2010 David Ives play about a seemingly ditzy actress who engages a playwright in meta power exchange, and a tasteless film adaptation of that play by disgraced director Roman Polanski, who has learned all the wrong lessons about violence from his tragic life.

Sadism was also named for a writer, Donatien Alphonse François, the Marquis de Sade, who was much less coy than Sacher-Masoch about the overlap between his perverse writing and his own sex life in the eighteenth century. De Sade’s works, including Justine: The Misfortunes of Virtue (1791) and The 120 Days of Sodom (1795; 1904), were deliberately blasphemous and anti-authoritarian depictions of often scatological sexual torture, using extreme obscenity to explore the dark side of humanity with as much vicious cruelty as smutty satire. While the records of de Sade’s real-life exploits fall far short of modern acronyms like safe, sane, consensual (SSC), risk aware consensual kink (RACK), and personal responsibility, informed, consensual kink (PRICK),x his libertine philosophy has had a lasting effect on the struggle for sexual freedom.

Of course, Krafft-Ebing and many other psychiatrists who followed him, including Sigmund Freud, viewed sadomasochistic arousal as an illness to be cured. Thus, those of us who derive sexual enjoyment from pain play have to contend with a legacy of shame and repression. It wasn’t until a 1991 post on the early internet discussion forum Usenet that BDSM emerged as a term to refer more broadly to lifestyle and less to institutional diagnosis. A decade later, this was the counterculture I’d inherited. As soon as a sexual practice is defined as sick, you can count on proud sickos thriving in opposition, coming up with ways to gleefully exchange agonizing sensation while minimizing harm.



[image: image]





The pageantry of pain is such a dominatrix cliché that it was a little while before I recognized that practicing it was having an effect on me. You don’t have to think very deeply about sadomasochism (S/M) before you conjure up an image of a whip-cracking high femme in a corset and knee-high boots. The notion that many men pay to suffer will be familiar to most, even if it’s also mystifying. I learned how to crack those whips, and kick those balls, and draw out tears of humiliation on the job, just going through the motions at first like I was learning the techniques of any professional craft. Eventually, however, I grew increasingly aware of the nuances involved with pain play.

For starters, there was pinching from clothespins and other clamps shaped like tweezers or hardware store equipment, on nipples and balls and underarms, anywhere soft or full of nerve endings. Personally, I can’t stand the acute soreness of clamps and much less the intense rush of blood returning to my tits when the clamp comes off. This is what unpleasant pain feels like to most people! I thought to myself the first time a sadistic client removed clothespins from my nipples and I gasped, falling to my knees.

Some clients wanted anal to hurt them, even though it’s not supposed to. Some saw it as emasculating discipline. Some knew they had hurt their other partners during penetration and thought they deserved me as a stand-in enacting “revenge.” Both anal and enema play, even when not acutely painful, apparently appealed to submissive men because it promised a sense of discomfort.

Some psychological metaphors are closer to the surface than others. One client would say he wanted his scrotum to be electrocuted solely because he liked the sensation, while the next would be fixated on being degraded, on surrendering to my will, the TENS unit or violet wand a means to an end.

There was biting, scratching, piercing, stretching, kicking, trampling, predicament bondage, wax, ice, chastity and orgasm control, choking, ball gags, scalpels, needles, tickling.…

And then there was spanking.

Spanking is often referred to as the gateway drug of BDSM, and with good reason. It’s pretty simple to wrap your mind around how to do it, even if it takes practice to do it well, and even if it takes nerve to get started. The story of a spanking can be deeply psychological: the theater of punishment, healing, catharsis, control. Just as often, a spanking can be grounded in exploring sensation, seesawing between good and bad feelings. It can be a crude grab between partners, a sign of teasing possession. It can be worshipful admiration, a concentrated caress. It can involve a Foucauldian melodrama of discipline. It can be about a deepening handprint, an undulation of flesh, a shudder, a squirming gasp, an endorphin rush, an intoxicating surrender. It can even simply be about having, or being reduced to, an eager ass across a warm lap.

For me, spanking and being spanked was the skeleton key that unlocked everything I needed to know about kink—from power exchange dynamics to role-play fundamentals, from bondage to the training of submissives.

A basic definition of impact play is that it’s anything where the sadist erotically strikes the masochist. But saying impact play is merely someone consensually striking another person is like saying dance is just a process of lifting your feet. Most of us can hit the dance floor, but if you’re really into dance, you can achieve transcendence through the study and practice of bodies in motion. Impact play is much the same: it’s about rhythm, finesse, compatibility, mood, style, expression, and connection.

I took to every form of impact play: paddling, whipping, flogging, cropping, strapping, caning. With my hand, I learned to graze the curve of an ass or curl my fist into a punch landing just below the collarbone. Paddles could be anything and everything, from wooden hairbrushes to “Please Sir May I Have Another” fraternity oars to slappers with backward stencil-like indentations designed to leave imprints of “XOXO” or “SLUT” in the negative space of a bruise. Single-tail whips hung malevolently in every session room, their casual ubiquity in pro-domme imagery belying how much skill it took to actually produce a sonic boom. Floggers, with their falls made of soft suede, or braided bullhide, or recycled bicycle rubber, were simpler to wield with big thuddy results. Beltsxi and stropsxii and tawsesxiii and truncheonsxiv evoked corporal punishment from real-life authority figures. And rattan canes felt energetically similar in my hand to the sticks I’d used to play the drums in punk bands: human bodies were my new percussion instruments.

Sometimes, a spanking was not the feature presentation but a little preview or sideshow, a smack that meant Behave yourself, or I own you, or You better listen up, or Doesn’t it feel nice to be touched by me, or You’ve been very very very bad. Spanking is excellent foreplay, as a meditative warm-up for other activities. Some clients liked embodying the personas of young students or sissy sluts or rowdy pups, all of whom needed to be taken over my lap to be put in line with a wooden ruler or rolled-up newspaper. Some clients were primarily masochists, whose busy brains were switched to serenity mode by the thwack of a flogger on their shoulders. Others were submissives first and foremost, for whom spanking was one of many things, like crawling around on their hands and knees or licking boots, that got them into the flow state of consciousness known as subspace. Being chained naked, straddling the leather bench and caned until red welts embossed their thighs made them feel vulnerable. Being chained by the wrists to the suspension bar and whipped until they bled made them feel exposed.

Although I saw many different kinds of clients over the years, my most loyal regulars were sadistic tops. They confessed they were interested in my online ads because I have a thick and, frankly, very spankable ass. Among my friends, the jokes wrote themselves: good genes, plenty of pizza and beer, plus all those years of cycling up San Francisco hills had produced a literal moneymaker.

Being spanked professionally was soothingly simple. I’d receive both the money required to sustain my financial independence and also satisfy a yearning for sexual attention and all the power promised by that validation stamp. These needs were resolved in the space of five, fifteen, forty-five minutes of endurance. The arc of a session was contained—there was always a beginning, middle, and end. My neurotic inner voice was silenced by the cacophony of a spanking. There was no question about whether I was doing a good job or not. I just had to take it.

I felt pride in exposing myself because, counterintuitively, that vulnerability made me feel powerful. Not everyone, I knew, would be comfortable with bent-over positions, even my fellow dungeon workers. My willingness had market value. Unlike many other forms of labor, this made clear and tidy sense to me. Most jobs, after all, require negotiating what type of indignities one is willing to suffer and how much and for what price. Mine were just much more upfront and explicit.

In my professional submissive scenes, I saw plenty of men who had no fucking idea what they were doing. I soon learned the expression “top from the bottom.” That phrase is usually pejorative, referring to a wannabe sub who won’t allow themselves to lose control. As a pro-sub, however, topping from the bottom was the kink equivalent of dancing backward in high heels. I had to guide wannabe dominants to strike me without injuring me and degrade me without offending me, all while keeping their egos stroked.

With spanking connoisseur clients, on the other hand, I learned from the bottom. I learned that some spankings can be intense rapid thwackings. Some can be methodical, slow, rhythmic meditations. Some can be juicily sexual, some can be strictly fetishistic. Sometimes the spanking was an excuse to worship my ass, to rub and stroke my skin, to make it bounce and shake, to revel in it. I learned about dynamics like brattiness, where I would intentionally provoke my tops so they gave me what I “deserved.” And I also learned about “funishments”—low-stakes reasons, like the wrong-colored manicure, for my discipline. I glided out of those sessions giddy, tripping over myself with delight.

My skilled dominant clients were the only ones I allowed to take me to meals outside of session, the ones I felt safe visiting for outcalls when I was on tour in New York. These relationships revolved around a central irony; the more vicious they wanted to treat me in scene, the more respectful, generous, and lighthearted they were before and after session.

It would be a little while before I worked up the nerve to introduce S/M into my personal life, as both a top and a bottom. But I knew from the first blow I absorbed that I wanted to feel that way, and make others feel that way, all the time.
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So, why did I feel like I was walking on air after a great spanking? In order to understand the appeal of S/M play, we need to be pragmatic about physical sensation.

Essentially, sadomasochists hack the nervous system, taking advantage of our bodies’ natural defenses against threats, intentionally accentuating the pleasure factor. Pain is a signal sent from our bodies, through our nervous systems, to our brains so that we understand that something is wrong. A conscious reaction may be in order: I need to slow down the elliptical machine and catch my breath because my lungs are killing me. Or we might have an autonomic response: I start coughing because the capsaicin from the hot wings is too much for my throat. At the same time, exercise and spicy food are two examples of discomfort we seek out because of the benefits (like a runner’s high or piquancy) that come along with them.

When a body senses danger, it releases consciousness-altering hormones so we are better equipped to survive a potentially life-threatening event. But if we already know intellectually that we are safe, we can just enjoy the euphoric feelings induced by the hormones. This is the bait and switch of sadomasochism. Physiologically, enjoying a spanking is no different from intentionally stimulating the release of our natural painkillers in a 40 degree cold plunge tub or on an acupuncturist’s table.

The other physical aspect to spanking lies in the visual appeal. The way a body looks bent over. The skin of the heart-shaped ass changing color. The kicks and squirms and struggles. The pride in bruises. Physical attention to the butt can cause the skin flush that spankos treasure. Blood engorgement, of course, is a biological description of arousal: it’s what happens when we get hard, or wet, or open. Mental or emotional lust can lead to that physical arousal, and sometimes it’s the other way around. The nerve endings and muscles of the pelvis are interconnected, and the rush of blood from a spanking can leave your entire pelvic area swollen and warm. For some of us, that’s a big turn-on.

Viewing the arousal of pleasure and pain in these very practical terms helps us to set aside socialized messages about morality, about the “kind of person” who enjoys a certain kind of thing, about what we believe it means to transgress a taboo. S/M, like all kink, has enormous allegorical power. As a practice, it can help us remember that we have control over the meaning of our sexual fantasies and experiences. The crucial step in using S/M to transform meaning is in communication, the players’ mutual creation of a code. It is difficult and awkward and messy and doesn’t always work, but that’s a feature, not a bug. People are not programs. We’re more like stories than math equations. And good stories continue to entertain us no matter how many times they’re told. Our desires change through their telling and that is their pleasure.
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Let’s say we’re playing together. I’m the top, and you’re the bottom. We’ve negotiated our desires, boundaries, and curiosities. I restrain your hands above your head, light a bergamot-scented candle, put St. Vincent’s Masseduction on the stereo.

Your heart is already racing, your blood pumping, your pupils dilating. The rest of the world starts to melt away. You sink into a profound feeling of being absolutely present in the moment. You’re feeling flushed, red and hot all over.

This is your sympathetic nervous system (SNS) already at work. A subdivision of the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which regulates your body mostly without conscious thought, the SNS is commonly called the fight, flight, freeze, or fawn response.

I’m taking my time, building tension, allowing your body and mind to slowly adjust, making you more pliable, more susceptible to suggestion. You find yourself wanting to please me. I rub your nipples through your shirt, then invade your clothes, rubbing my hand over your belly. I’m pulling on your nipples. You can feel the pain but it doesn’t hurt, or at least it doesn’t alarm you. You feel it but it feels… different.

Things are happening in your body outside of your immediate control. You’re sweating. You’re feeling emotions of fear and even rage that make you struggle and strain against your bondage.

I’m punching your chest, pulling your hair, smacking your face. I place clamps on your most tender parts. I attach weights to the clamps. I release the clamps; the blood comes rushing back. I rub and soothe you as you struggle and scream. My whip leaves hot bite marks on your shoulders, your ass, your legs. And then, at the height of your body’s alertness, I whisper in your ear about all the ways I’m going to tear you limb from limb and feed you to my beautiful friends.

All kinds of hormones and neurotransmitters are rushing through you, altering your consciousness. Dopamine, part of your brain’s reward system. Serotonin, which regulates mood, sleep, appetite, digestion, learning ability, and memory. Oxytocin, which creates a bonding, trust, and empathy response to physical affection, even the perverted kind. Endorphins, the body’s pain relievers. The stress hormones: adrenaline, cortisol, and norepinephrine. The result is an overwhelm of pleasure, presence, excitement, and euphoria. Your role, as the bottom, is to ground yourself in the knowledge that you are safe while enjoying the stimulation of being endangered.

I’ve taken you to the limits of your pain, and it’s time for us to start coming down. My touch becomes gradually more gentle. Pinching becomes massage. Stings become caresses. The music shifts to a Brian Eno ambient album. The candles are burning low. Your lung capacity increases. Your heart rate lowers. You’re more aware of the passage of time. Every part of you is relaxing. If you have pent-up emotions that need release (and who doesn’t?), you might weep.

Another part of your ANS is behind these sensations: the parasympathetic nervous system (PSNS), also known as rest and digest or feed and breed. The sympathetic and parasympathetic systems counterbalance one another: after the fight or flight response is triggered and spent, rest and digest are activated to bring the body to homeostasis.

In a great scene, players modulate intensity, causing the SNS and PSNS to seesaw back and forth. The masochist’s body is responding to danger by preparing to run from, or defend against, or negotiate emotionally with the aggressor. And then when the body perceives safety, it responds with arousal and relaxation. Together, these sensations produce the consciousness-altering experiences BDSM players call topspace and subspace. This might sound esoteric, and some people do consider BDSM to be a magical practice. There is also an overlap between the sensory experience of BDSM and meditation, massage, and tattoos, as well as the flow state of practicing a creative art or engrossing hobby. For the pragmatists, it can be helpful to consider the fact that your physiology doesn’t know the difference between an erotic spanking, chasing a football, or escaping a bear attack.

As the top, I’m also indulging in a whole cocktail of autonomic nervous responses, although my experience of pulse-racing euphoria manifests as a form of control rather than surrender. After our scene is over, we can enjoy the effects of our PSNS together, providing each other with whatever aftercare we both need, whether that’s a long walk or a warm comforting cuddle.
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The magazine lives in a black mesh filing bin on the shelf by my writing desk. It’s in good condition, and good company next to risograph zines of cartoon tentacles, and harm-reduction pamphlets, and glossy leatherman quarterlies. I slide the magazine out of its crinkly white paper, the original sleeve in which it was brought home from the Old Compton Street bookstore in 1989 by a man I used to know. It was in his personal collection for decades, more privately stored, before he gifted it to me, a relief of his secret desire transformed into something shared. The white paper is illicit in its blankness, an opaque skin hiding something juicy. The cover: the magazine’s name, Janus, in orange letters, and the issue number 77, above a not-especially-fetishy portrait of a strikingly beautiful brown-haired woman in a sparkly jacket and scarf, just on the verge of a defiant pout. A disclaimer: “Adult Reading Only.”

The front inside cover of Janus 77 is an advertisement for handcrafted tawses, the kind that have hung on the wall of every dungeon I’ve ever entered, as well as the home of every kinky queer, and now, my office wall at home. These leather paddles are split into two or three straps, adorned with studs, then drilled through with holes that reduce air drag and increase intensity.

The magazine is filled with photographs of women bent over, being spanked by men. Over the years, I’ve spanked asses that look like these smooth and taut models. But I’ve also spanked flat asses; flabby asses; wrinkly, stretch-marked, cellulite-covered asses with scrotums tucked between thighs, with labia peeking out. For me, an excellent spankee is defined much less by the shape of their body than how they absorb and react to a hand or strap. As a longtime consumer and producer of porn, I understand that part of the appeal of these images is the implication of an authentic sensation. And it’s harder to convincingly fake agony than orgasm.

The man who gave me this magazine was very excited to explain how you can tell it’s really made by and for spanking fetishists, as opposed to more conventional pinups that only tease sadomasochism. It’s the slow shutter speed on the close-ups of hairbrushes and hands colliding with skin. The lens captures the flesh undulating out from the point of contact, like the crown around a drop of rain as it breaks through the placid surface of a lake. This is what the man loved about this particular publication. It was for connoisseurs of power and pain exchange. I love it, too, although the main thing I cherish is what it represents for me now: the way the man shared his acute obsession with me by making me the object of it, and the way it rubbed, if you will, off on me. He loved spanking girls and now I love spanking girls, and other people too.

This man, who was twice my age, would settle me across his lap and begin with teasing percussive taps pattering along my ass and thighs. His spankings had dynamics. He would distribute intensity equally, as my skin changed colors from white to pink to red to purple. By the time my backside started to sting, I was so caught up that I felt more catharsis than suffering. This style of S/M would influence me forever. As a romantic, the man also treated me better than anyone ever had before, with nicer hotels, better communication, more decadent restaurants, the ultimate indulgence in shared pleasure. For the first time in my life, I believed that I was actually worthy of worship. And it wasn’t the last time, either, because afterward I would be drawn to others who treated me with that gorgeous blend of roughness and care. Flexing my masochism helped me to develop more self-respect. Flexing my sadism helped me to spread that respect around.

The photo fantasy that opens Janus 77 is a domestic scene of a totally nude woman waiting for her business-suit-wearing husband to return home from work. The pictures are accompanied by floral prose that feels more like a Harlequin romance paperback than a letter to Penthouse Variations: “The grandfather clock’s remorseless rhythm eases into the deeps of her mind like a mantra, focusing all thoughts, all dreams, all past experiences into a single point of utter stillness somewhere beyond herself. She is entranced, in trance, waiting only for his return and the sound of his voice to trigger her to motion and glad servility from her blinkless contemplation.”1 God, is this what I was like when I was learning to enjoy this treatment? And all this is just the anticipation of her nightly submissive service routine!

Once her husband arrives home and he begins to spank her, it’s for tiny offenses. The wine she brings him is too cold, she dares to shift her weight from one leg to another. It’s almost as if the scenario has been rigged so she will easily fail in her duties and find herself “deserving of his castigation.” Her gluttony for punishment is described as “somnambulistic yet intensely aware,” as “flittering sparks of pleasure,” leading to a communion with “her inmost self,” as a “calmness” bonding her to her partner. Rereading this story, which I have nearly memorized over the years, I’m struck by the fact that our protagonist doesn’t just describe an inner life of unbearable horniness; her point of view is one of a woman floating on a serene cloud of meditation. This reminds me of the studies conducted by the Science of BDSM research team at the social psychology department of Northern Illinois University (NIU), particularly their inquiry into the capacity of sadomasochism to facilitate altered states.

In 2017, NIU researchers found that masochists showed “short-term reductions of functions” in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, a part of the brain linked to executive control. The researchers theorized that this change in blood flow during S/M activity was associated with the subjects’ feelings of oneness, de-stress, and “flow” state of immersion.

The Janus story continues with a melodramatic description of how it can feel when the blood flow changes in your dorsolateral prefrontal cortex: “The body which has bucked and burned beneath the weltering leather now writhes in myriad ecstasies which the punishing tawse has triggered, her spirit transcending for the moment its earthly plane.”

In what I can only describe as a plot twist, the story’s final paragraph alludes to an agreement between the couple, which has been instigated by her, not him. Janus 77 does not list an author of this narrative, although it’s easy to imagine that this is a straight man’s idea of a woman’s fantasy, one that both satisfies his ego and also absolves him of guilt at being turned on by domination and corporal punishment. Yet in its depiction of her desire, as well as an almost spiritual need for this kind of treatment, it’s notable that this is a pornographic story of a woman getting everything she wants: “He smiles, sharing her elation, aware that only he has this power to inspire such intensity of feeling, which now demands such consummation as only he can provide to the full satisfaction of the multiple releases she craves. It is a happy man who makes a woman happy, but the roads to that elusive happiness are varied indeed.”
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Getting paid to please men had been an important gauntlet for me to navigate on my way to living out my own desires on my own terms. Still, a crucial step of my adult sexual education was taking my book knowledge and field knowledge out of the realm of heteronormative sex work and into the real world of kink community. Here, too, spanking became my signature.

“Hit Me Baby!” and “Bottoms Up!” were the first classes I taught at feminist pleasure-product stores and leather events. Because I was still very much involved in the Bay Area’s underworld of pro-BDSM and fetish porn, I had no shortage of willing demo bottoms. Using my hot friends of all genders, I demonstrated the parts of the body that could absorb a lot of attention (juicy and muscular bits like the pecs and glutes), as well as which places could cause unwanted damage (bones, joints, and the lower back, where the kidneys are so close to the surface). I explained the difference between thuddy (leather belts) and stingy (single-tail whips), the name for caning the bottoms of feet (bastinado) or using two floggers at once (florentine), why it was so emotionally charged to be smacked across the face.

I ran spanking booths at the local leather bar, I gave workshops at punk skillshares. Impact became my go-to play party activity because I loved to show off both what I could administer and what I could take. Maybe a holdover from my commercial dungeon days, I found I didn’t have to be particularly sexually attracted to the person spanking or being spanked by me if they had a friendly attitude and an impressive skill set. It was something I could do with no pressure for fluid exchange, no genital touching, no orgasm, and without taking my clothes off. Another irony: with little to no risk of STI transmission or pregnancy, beatings were safer sex. To this day, pain is my favorite form of fetishism, and spanking is the most transcendent practice that BDSM has brought into my erotic life.

By removing a moral valence from pain, we can come to see it as pure sensation, a blank canvas for all kinds of playful meaning projected by the human erotic imagination. By understanding that domination and submission are a feedback loop, we can exert or succumb to control for the purpose of catharsis, rather than exploitation. By recognizing our bodies as flesh, we can transcend the neurosis that threatens to undermine everything our minds and hearts crave from intimacy. Pain is an alchemical resource, then, for whatever erotic experiences we want to have, and to share.

Is my craving for punishment and pain the direct result of life lived under a patriarchal, capitalist society, one where my physical and emotional well-being is constantly under threat, and my eroticization of that fear a twisted mutation of a need for control and comfort in an unkind world? Probably! People often ask me if I believe that women would lust for submission in a post-patriarchal world, just as they ask if sex work would exist in a post-capitalist society. And while thought experiments have their value, I find there’s far too much emphasis on these kinds of questions when there is so much work to be done in this present world where we actually live, where we’re just trying to get off and feel all right. BDSM offers us a practical way to navigate power and pleasure in our reality as it exists right now, even if that involves asking for pain.

Like Maggie Gyllenhaal’s character Lee Holloway in the kink classic Secretary (2002), spanking taught me that accepting pain can make you feel less alone. “In one way or another, I’ve always suffered. I didn’t know why, exactly. But I do know that I’m not so scared of suffering now,” Lee narrates after discovering the wonders of sadomasochistic compatibility. “I feel more than I’ve ever felt, and I’ve found someone to feel with, to play with, to love, in a way that feels right for me.” The longer I live my life as an out sadomasochist, the more aware I am of the connections and distinctions between pain that floods my body with endorphins, pain that heals me and helps me to grow, and pain that makes me wanna fuck.

I’ve submitted to a sadistic massage at a weeklong outdoor sex camp in rural Maryland, screaming bloody murder as strong expert fingers pressed between my ribs like surgery with no anesthesia. I’ve stared at Halloween decorations while a pharmacy tech injects a vaccine into my left deltoid, the tiny, concentrated prick of a needle such an existential transcendence between our inner and outer selves that, in a phenomenon called vasovagal syncope, it commonly causes full-grown adults to lose consciousness. I’ve asked a friend to cane my ass in an attempt at closure from the less manageable anguish of a broken heart. I’ve sat on the beach with a neurotoxin seeping out of my foot into a plastic bag of warm water, trying not to blame a stingray for doing what was in its nature, staring at the ocean and dreaming of other, more enjoyable types of pain. All of these types of suffering are rehearsals for one another. Opening to pain, rather than denying it, is a practice for surviving the unexpected and healing from the inevitable.

Footnotes

i La Vie Sexuelle de Catherine M (2001) is a wonderful memoir about a thoroughly satiated appetite.

ii Queen is a prolific thought leader of queer sex positivity and the cofounder, with Robert Lawrence, of Center for Sex and Culture in San Francisco. She has always been really nice to me about my zines.

iii Check out Purnell’s Fag School zines from 2006, if you can get your hands on ’em, or Cruising Diaries (2014) illustrated by Janelle Hessig.

iv To whom this book is dedicated. Check out the Ultimate Guide to Anal Sex for Women and its accompanying video, just for starters.

v Check out Post-Porn Modernist: My 25 Years as a Multi-Media Whore (1998).

vi An exercise in the essay “Mirror Mirror: Finding the Power Femme,” from Midori’s Wild Side Sex (2005) is how I made a name for myself, literally, based on the archetypes of Tina Turner and Twin Peaks’ Audrey Horne.

vii More on Rubin in the fisting chapter!

viii To experience Califia’s wit and wisdom, check out Michelle Handelman’s 1995 documentary Blood Sisters; and if you read one book of erotica in your life, make it Macho Sluts (1994)!

ix Wanda von Sacher-Masoch, Leopold’s wife, wrote a memoir about the exhausting emotional labor of femme-domming a man who so obviously eroticized topping from the bottom.

x All three of these terms codifying kink ethos were popularized in queer community groups in the 1980s (SSC), 1990s (RACK), and 2000s (PRICK).

xi Scary because it’s associated with domestic discipline, “Daddy’s belt,” etc. One of my favorite theatrical flourishes is sensually slipping a masochist’s belt off his own pants and using it on him, sending him home with the instrument of his aching backside returned to its mundane loops around his hips.

xii Scary because it’s associated with straight razor and knife sharpening.

xiii Scary because it’s associated with English boarding school headmasters.

xiv Scary because ACAB.
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CHAPTER THREE

Consensual Nonconsent
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“It starts with a look in their eyes, like they want to devour me whole and will do whatever it takes to get what they want. Then there is a rush of both fear and anticipation, an intoxicating mixture that I only feel when I’m about to consent to violence. The energy starts building—will I fight back whimpering no, please, stop? or will I go limp? and accept my inevitable fate—to be nothing but a Hole endlessly used for their pleasure. In this special dynamic we have created, there is vulnerability, trust, and a safer outlet for healing. The sex is so intense and powerful that I lose myself and surrender. I couldn’t stop it even though I want to. And once they are done with me, I am filled with “yes”… and a lot of cum.”

— Jamie Joy, certified sex educator, they/them
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Lillian Fishman’s Acts of Service is a 2022 novel exploring contemporary sexual morals. Its protagonist is Eve, a queer woman who starts sleeping with a straightish couple named Nathan and Olivia. These three more or less fall into bed and instantly have incredible sexual chemistry with one another. Everybody cums a lot. A few months into their affair, Eve wants to know if the couple is ever joined by another third. Nathan says yes, but describes most other women as “disappointing.” One recent guest star particularly offended his sensibilities.

“She wanted to talk about everything first. She wanted to know our safeword. She wanted to know what we were willing to do and what we weren’t.” (Emphasis mine.)

Apparently, Olivia was so uncomfortable with this woman’s line of questioning that she left the room. Nathan tells Eve that he, on the other hand, reluctantly played along. “It’s too dangerous not to,” he acknowledges.

But by “dangerous” Nathan isn’t referring to all the reasons BDSM players have developed systems of communication—such as negotiation, safewords, and aftercare—to acknowledge and minimize risk. He’s not concerned that he might trigger a partner’s trauma by calling her a nasty little slut, or that she won’t be able to get off unless he calls her a nasty little slut. He doesn’t want to listen to Olivia explain that she likes to be slapped, or find out where he should ejaculate, or tell the guest star that he enjoys a finger up his ass. He’s not curious about a new lover’s turn-ons, and he assumes she’ll organically know his.

To a man like Nathan, “danger” is the possibility that a date will publicly accuse him of impropriety: a #MeToo moment, a reputation for being “toxic,” a “cancellation” if you will. He’s less concerned with hurting or disappointing a woman than with protecting himself from unpleasant inconvenience, like people who think being called out once for their racism is more offensive than the racism weaponized every day against people of color. Later in the novel (spoiler alert), he will indeed be served a lawsuit accusing him of propositioning a job candidate during an interview, a plot twist of coercion so classic it telegraphs nothing more than Nathan’s lack of imagination.

To Nathan, and apparently Olivia, there is no intrinsic value to negotiation with a date, to discussing desires, boundaries, or curiosities. There’s no reason to establish safer sex needs (Nathan sticks his dick in Eve, then Olivia, then Eve again without a condom and without prior discussion). There’s no reason to discuss intimacy expectations, power dynamics, or monogamy definitions (Nathan is Olivia’s boss, and he also has a wife that he doesn’t tell Eve about until they’ve been fucking for a year). There’s no reason to plan for aftercare.

Not only does Nathan see negotiation with a date as unnecessary, he goes so far as to claim that it has “completely ruined the sex.”

“When you know from the beginning what’s allowed and what isn’t… what room is there for you to figure out what’s going to happen—or for her to discover that she wants something she didn’t realize?” Nathan asks Eve, and by proxy the reader, rhetorically. “For the sex to actually open up something?”

As an author, Fishman clearly has more on her mind than Nathan has on his. Eve is a searching, questioning first-person narrator who is in erotic awe of Nathan’s entitlement. Nathan is neither monster nor romantic antihero. His views on sex are uncomplicated and confident, but that doesn’t necessarily make him a stand-in for Fishman’s point of view. It’s often hard to tell if the book is satirizing this kind of man or offering him as a counterpoint to consent culture.

Acts of Service unsettled me by dramatizing the greatest sexual ethics debate of the twenty-first century. Are prenegotiation and safewords and aftercare and explicit consent always a turnoff? If these things “ruin” sex, are we ethically obligated to do them anyway? If we want to be good people to our sexual partners, do we have to sacrifice fun? Are there any real conditions under which communication might increase arousal and satisfaction, or is that idea in and of itself a Pollyannaish fantasy? Does consent preclude the possibility of erotic adventure?
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BDSM has an answer to these questions, and it’s called consensual nonconsent, or CNC. CNC is an obviously paradoxical and possibly overlaborious term, but a necessary one. An oversimplification of CNC might be to say that it’s a way of exploring rape fantasies. But it’s both subtler and broader than that. It could manifest in as simple a gesture as asking your partner to hold your wrists down during sex, or as exhaustive as a total 24/7 power exchange.

A tough-as-nails kidnapper takes advantage of his defenseless hostage. A corrupt professor pressures her naive teaching assistant. A scheming member of the royal court ravishes a princess for whom honor is everything. These fantasies are all fueled by social taboos. By eroticizing the most psychologically and physically horrific acts that humans are capable of doing to one another, we have the chance to control and reclaim them. And that’s where the essence of this kink lies. CNC has never promised to be a panacea to rape culture, but it’s an extremely useful method for challenging, experimenting with, and ultimately surviving systemic power imbalances.

As a term, CNC is awkward and tautological as hell. Rhetorically, it’s an ouroboros, a feedback loop folding in on itself like a sexual black hole. If you consent to sex, definitionally it’s no longer nonconsensual.i To be blunt, you cannot consent to being raped. But as a kink phrase, CNC will have to do. Because we need something to describe this approach to play, something that acknowledges harsh erotic truths. Many people are turned on by overpowering, and being overpowered by, their partners. If we do not reckon with this reality of human desire, power will continue to flow to those who have already hoarded it. We lust after the forbidden: what we can’t have and also what we don’t want to actually have. CNC is, in effect, a way to experience something that isn’t actually happening to you. It’s like being in a virtual reality simulation using the technology of the human imagination. To play a CNC scene is to feel all the intensity of violation while knowing you are being cared for, knowing the scene will eventually end.

CNC describes any kind of sexual fantasy involving the exploitation of a power imbalance, dramatized through force, fraud, or coercion. The truth is that when it comes down to it, most BDSM and erotic role-play highlights power exchange. CNC utilizes the psychological tools of rape culture for the purposes of pleasure and catharsis. This might include stimulation overload, tease and denial, restraint, control, seduction, persuasion, brutality, inappropriateness, predation, harassment, stalking, deprivation, ownership, gaslighting, grooming, exploitation, mind games, violation, oppression, and, above all, fear.

The appeal of fear play is comparable to the focused attention and potent concentration of a flow state. The physical and emotional intensity of overpowering or being overpowered by a trusted partner can be enough to stimulate the ANS, the sympathetic and parasympathetic responses balancing each other. The rush of heart-pounding adrenaline creating thrilling hyperfocus is complemented by a dump of cathartic and grounding relaxation hormones. In such states, the possibility of distractions and self-consciousness, especially from the neurotic mind, are vanishingly small. The taboo transgression of CNC can shock us into what psychoanalyst Avgi Saketopoulou, in her book Sexuality Beyond Consent, calls overwhelm: “an extreme state that can bring about ego shattering,” which “may open up space toward significant psychic transformations.”1 Saketopoulou suggests that sex “may be ideally equipped to incite overwhelm.”2

CNC necessitates mystery. The bottom isn’t being asked if he’s okay. The top isn’t being asked what she would like next. They are able to be utterly present because they’re not tuning out something formulaic. In terms of both action and reaction, neither has any idea what’s going to happen next. Both have intentionally entered into a situation where they can experience their instincts taking over and see what their partner is like when that happens.

CNC is a form of edge play, meaning those involved agree that they want their limits pushed. Edge play eroticizes the taking and surrendering of control in the exploration of worthwhile extreme experience. Usually, this means the players want the freedom to exercise some degree of struggle and resistance. It’s pure erotic irony: CNC bottoms want to feel afraid while knowing they are secure, while CNC tops want to terrorize someone while simultaneously protecting that person’s dignity.

CNC is the ultimate conceptual framework of BDSM, in which trust, communication, and brave curiosity are the principles that allow us to explore the darkest places. This Jungianii shadow work can be hot, entertaining, intimacy building, and sometimes even healing.
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In my lifetime, I’ve experienced a great sea change in our collective understanding of consensual sex.

I started menstruating at the age of 10, and experienced that first surge of puberty at a time when my peers were utterly unappealing as potential partners. My hormones seethed in a state of abstract sensation, crushing not so much on bodies but on movement and dynamics: Spike’s predatory leather jacket slouch on Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the way Mulder and Scully rolled their eyes at each other on The X-Files, Gary Oldman in wolf form ravaging Lucy in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992), Tori Amos’s feral piano bench grinding, the way Liz Phair sang the word cunt. Before I even considered kissing someone else, or noticing who might want to kiss me back, my earliest pulses of desire were for what others saw as monstrous or strange behavior.

As a middle schooler in the mid-1990s, I was among the girls required to attend special rape prevention workshops. Our gym teacher advised us to eat grass and self-induce vomiting in order to make ourselves “less appealing” to our assailants. The boys our age did not participate in a masculinity workshop to better understand entitlement or respect or processing their emotions; instead, they went to a wilderness survival intensive, where they learned how to tell when it’s time to amputate a toe and why getting naked in a sleeping bag is the best way to keep from freezing to death (“Hey, baby, you got hypothermia?” became an in-joke catcall in the hallways).

These were the kinds of obnoxious gender double standards I put up with all through my teen years. I preferred to take my cues about grown-up sexuality, for better and for worse, from movies and television, which at least seemed a part of a larger world. March 2001, a few months before graduating from high school, I was watching The Sopranos on HBO, which at the time felt like one of the most illicit premium cable channels. One of the lead characters, therapist Dr. Melfi, usually represents reason and security in an otherwise violent show. In this episode, she’s reduced to “the perfect victim,” a white woman in a white pantsuit, distracted on a cell phone in a parking garage, raped by exactly the kind of predator—brown, impersonal, opportunistic—I had been taught to fear in class several years before. The assault is quick and uncomfortable and I was ferociously turned on watching it. I masturbated to variations of the scene for years.

This was a sticky era for my inner erotic life. I was a young adult, right on the cusp of having a hard dick inside me for the first time. My churning horniness affixed itself to all kinds of things. The internet was even younger than I was. I’d barely voyeured to any kind of intercourse, neither the simulated brutality of a cable drama nor the graphically documented carnality of porn.

Although I didn’t think of it this way at the time, I now see that I identified with Melfi’s white cis woman victimization, uncritically allowing the show’s racism to calcify as a terrifying thrill. I’m trying to unpack my racist biases every day, but I do not feel bad about getting off to the idea of being overpowered by a man. I do not have a one-size-fits-all explanation for why I was excited imagining going through what I had been told again and again would be the worst thing to ever happen to me. But I do know that as I’ve grown up, I’ve become convinced that embracing our intrusive thoughts gives us the most power possible over what we have to fear. Our violent fantasies and the pleasures we take from them do not excuse, or romanticize, or enable those who wish us real harm. These fantasies are more like dramamine for the motion sickness of living in rape culture. They help us get our sea legs.

Over the years, I’ve learned just how much the “low class and trashy” stranger-danger trope obfuscates the places where grooming and assaults most often actually occur: in homes, in churches, between people who know one another. The ultimate dramatization of this horrific hypocrisy is the masterstroke of Twin Peaks: we learn to fear the demonic Bob, in his working-class denim and stringy hair, climbing over the suburban couch, when in reality (spoiler alert again) the tragic heroine Laura Palmer has been serially abused and ultimately murdered by no less upstanding of a local citizen than her own father. I’ve seen these power imbalances manifest in popular sexual role-plays: the boss and the intern, the priest and the altar boy, doctor and patient, mommy and stepdaughter, bullies and nerds, cops, soldiers, correctional officers, bosses. Any place social hierarchies are reinforced, you’ll find two things: real-life exploitation and erotic fantasy archetypes. People are turned on by these power dynamics not despite but because of how scary they are.

By the time I got to college in the early 2000s, I was introduced to the autumn ritual called “Take Back the Night,” a protest against sexual violence. It was exhilarating to rip off my shirt and march topless across campus, and it was eye-opening to hear the testimonies of my classmates. In Feminism 101, our professor described her own assault from decades before, and led us in a tearful chant: It’s not your fault. We were on the right path to collectively unlearning so much patriarchal bullshit, and scheming about how we were going to make the future a better, more pleasurable place. But there was an abiding division within feminism: what to do about porn, what to do about BDSM, what a safe space could be.

Now we are arguably riding the fourth wave of feminism, in the era of Jaclyn Friedman and Jessica Valenti’s Yes Means Yes (2008), of Tarana Burke’s #MeToo movement, of Emma Sulkowicz’s Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight), of Calling Out and Calling In, of Sarah Schulman’s Conflict Is Not Abuse (2016). The problem of how to end not only rape but rape culture is at the forefront of mainstream discourse, with the backlash quick enough to be basically happening simultaneously. We are still trying to heal our wounds, and we are still trying to build a better future with an intersectional reckoning of the mistakes of the past.

To this day, I bump up against any feminist conceptualization of consent that doesn’t encourage the right to dig into the potential eroticism of pain, degradation, and control. Recently, some friends who host a popular podcast described my work as being “about consent.” I bristled at this and it took me a while to understand why. It felt condescending somehow. Eventually I realized that the reason I reacted so negatively was because I think of my work as being about raunchiness. Their show, which mostly caters to queer men, is very raunchy. The simple fact of not being a man means that my work is perceived as inherently earnest. And sure, I mean what I say and I say what I mean on every platform I’ve got. I do want to come across as genuine. But I also know myself in my bones to be sarcastic and frivolous and shady and sloppy. I receive “about consent” and all I hear is a dismissal as “humorless killjoy,” which makes me resentful as hell. I’m interested in the friction of the NC in CNC, much more than the initial C. Because the feminist stakes are high: the threat of harm to those whose gender is disenfranchised—trans women, nonbinary and queer people of all kinds, cis women—means we are always fighting for justice. But pleasure is not just about the absence of terror. Horniness is one way we cope with living in a society defined by rape. Play is an embodied method for figuring out how power works, and how to fight structural abuse of power.

I don’t know if I would have rape fantasies in a world without rape, just as I don’t know if perverts would fetishize gender roles, pain, messiness, or other transgressions if society wasn’t so repressed. Frankly, I don’t care. I will reckon with the world we’ve got, and this world is one in which sex is a useful arena for playing out our greatest anxieties.

In the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, I started to offer online classes on CNC. I felt galvanized to explore the connection between what we desire and what we’re taught to fear. I was blown away by the level of interest: it became one of my most popular workshop topics. And I get it. Because to this day, I still get off to rape fantasies all the time. And I still don’t feel bad about it.

Usually, in my imagination, I’m the person being violated: a train is being pulled on me at a frat party or backstage at a rock show. I love embodying the kind of girly-girl I never allowed myself to be when I was young, who doesn’t so much fight back as prove too airheaded to grasp the indignity of the situation. I cry out in passion: “Take me!” I’m not sure where I’m being taken, but I’m cool with it as long as I don’t have to drive for once. I’m not sure who I’m being taken from. Myself, maybe?

I know what state I’m after in these dreams, what consciousness these stories help me to access. It’s the point of no return in the acceleration of arousal. It’s the point at which I can’t compulsively think myself out of it. The point at which I’m being tricked into enjoying it.

Lately, I’ve also found myself getting off on scenarios where I’m in the position of power. In these scenes, I’m using coercion or inappropriateness, sometimes even the glamour of mind control, supernaturally bending others to my will. I love imagining that I am 100 percent irresistible to the object of my desire. The variations on these scenarios are tireless.

These fantasies have never caused me distress, even before I really considered what they meant or where they were coming from. Today, I feel most comfortable with and interested in this explanation: in my sexually formative years, I did not feel very pursued. My desire, my drive, was always greater, it seemed, than that of anyone I met. It is twisted, but it is what it is: a scenario of being taken against my will is, for me, a scenario of uncomplicated want for my body. The want is in fact so great that my very humanity becomes inconsequential. My attractiveness trumps ethics, even my humanity. Through violation, my value is at long last confirmed. In many of my earliest sexual experiences, my pleasure was undermined by people-pleasing distraction: worry that I wasn’t doing a good enough job, that my partner wasn’t going to fulfill my needs, that it would be over too soon. In a CNC fantasy, I can be 100 percent sure the person violating me is taking what he wants. Because he doesn’t care about my needs, I am free to have my own experience. I don’t have to feel guilty for dissociating. What’s more, it’s expected. You can’t take me if I’m already gone. I am just a body, a body that is wanted: the fact that my body is wanted for violence doesn’t seem to affect how validating it is to be wanted.

A rape fantasy is the opposite of rejection. Rejection is embarrassing, yes, but it’s also a disappointment, a denial of getting what you want. I’ve gotten so frustrated with timid partners that the cruelty of assault seems preferable to not getting to have any experience at all. It would be lovely to be gently guided into losing control, but sometimes our grip on control is so tight that we need to be forced to let go. We need to run and jump off a rock before our executive functioning prevents us from free falling with the blue sky above us, into the cool abandon of the river.

What’s more, in my rape fantasies, I’m not expected to be concerned with my partner’s pleasure, and there’s liberation in that too. The social contract, along with my body and dignity, has been broken, so I owe him nothing. Obviously, considering a partner’s pleasure is a worthwhile goal, and a necessary part of intimacy. And yet, an experience where you don’t have to consider your partner’s pleasure relieves you of the pressure to prioritize it, even if just for once, to see how it feels. This is true for those who fantasize about controlling and for those who fantasize about being controlled.

So what about people who fantasize about being the violator in these scenarios? Andy Izenson, the promoter of some of the most high-concept play parties I ever attended in New York City and the cofounder of Chosen Family Law (who also happens to be my lawyer), tweeted this in November 2022:


Everybody that’s fighting me on “multiplicity of communication methods for effective negotiation in sex is a good thing” is saying the same thing.… The most common iteration of this fight is “Men who have fantasies about committing sexual violence are evil” vs “Anything you do under the penumbra of BDSM is okay because it’s BDSM.” I want to be very clear that both of these are stupid. A few things are simultaneously true. We don’t get to choose what turns us on. There’s psychic benefit to fantasizing about things that we wouldn’t do in real life because they’re against our value system. Having a desire is morally neutral. It’s always important to make sure that when you try to translate fantasy into interaction, you’re honoring the autonomy, well-being, and pleasure of the people around you. That’s extra true if your desires happen to line up with axes of oppression.3



I do not believe that CNC is all we need to eradicate rape. I don’t think incels should be sent to sex workers to prevent them from going on killing sprees. Every person who thinks they can harm with no consequence would not cease to cause harm if they only had the outlet of CNC. What I do believe is that we can’t look away from or bury the realities of the harm we do to one another. CNC is an essential exercise in freedom, the choice to express instead of repress.

While indulging in rape fantasies with trusted partners has been shown to be healing to survivors of abuse in some cases, we also don’t need to prove that kink has mental health benefits in order to deserve the freedom to explore it. The agony of assault and the horror of abuse are not to be taken lightly. CNC is an exploration of the shadows that give dimension: the goal is a culture of care and liberation. We need to know the shape of this horror in order to counter it.

This does not feel like betrayal of the cause of feminism. The rape fantasy is an underexamined and underutilized form of information about how consent functions, and even how to move toward a post-rape utopia.
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A lover once told me, “When I hear what’s not on the menu, I begin to salivate thinking about all the things that are on the table.”

I would argue that most BDSM contains an element of CNC: simply tying your lover to the bedpost, for example, invokes captivity. The thrill of pain play comes in part from your reactions, both psychological and physiological, to the illusion of threat. And many fetishists concoct elaborate scenarios in which they are “forced” into enjoying the object of their obsession. Whatever kind of power exchange you’re into, communication is of paramount importance in keeping things ethical.

In order to make CNC play happen—or really any BDSM play at all—you have to communicate. Communication is what makes it all possible in the first place. This might sound dry, boring, and awkward. There are absolutely people who believe it “ruins” sex. At its best, though, BDSM communication is a transformative antechamber that desires pass through on their way to becoming embodied experience.

I learned the tenets of BDSM communication in the formalized setting of the professional dungeon. There are many practical reasons that workers and our clients prenegotiated scenes, fully clothed, on leather couches surrounded by enormous houseplants in a well-lit living room. Mistresses provided a professional service, and we needed to narrow down what a client was into. Often, we were playing together for the first time. Even regulars were still strangers to us in many ways. We needed to make the house rules and our own personal limits known to the client before he got too excited to absorb that information. A worker’s true desires were incidental, but our boundaries were not.

Realistically, most kink negotiation will be more casual than this. Experience and intimacy make it possible for communication to happen through subtle head tilts, squeezes, and verbal tones that would be imperceptible to an outside observer. Still, there are lessons from dungeon work that are applicable to most sexual encounters. For example, it’s best to have conversations about fantasies and limits when you’re not in the throes of arousal, preferably beforehand, because it’s a well-known fact we don’t always make the best judgment calls when we’re, as they say, thinking with our dicks.

BDSM communication is best understood as a “three-act structure,” a classical narrative arc with beginning, middle, and end. How is this useful for being good in bed? Because if you can locate yourself in the narrative structure, you’ll be more confident and intentional about following cues for ramping energy up, maintaining what’s happening, or winding down. When it comes to CNC, communication helps to establish which agonized screams of no no no take on the meaning of an orgasmic yes yes yes! Parameters open up possibility.



[image: image]





In order to express your own desires, curiosities, and boundaries, you need to have given some thoughtful time to understanding these yeses, maybes, and noes within yourself. Basically, if you want to be able to get what you want, you have to know what you like. Of course, much of that knowledge is gained through discovery. It’s okay to say you don’t know the answer right now, and it’s okay if you change your mind any number of times over the course of your life. The important intention is the genuine asking, the open discussion, the active listening—to yourself and to the person you’re engaging with. Regardless of the content of the conversation, the act itself builds a flirtatious trust between players. It’s a form of foreplay, a warm-up to fully enjoying the excitement.

Negotiation is a practice that reveals the way that most BDSM contains an element of CNC, because power exchange is almost always on the agenda. Players collaborate on circumscribing a space with its own laws on their mutually shared terms. That space, once orchestrated, is one of infinite depth. Do you ever notice how when you have a digital library of virtually limitless music, you can’t decide what you want to listen to, but when you’ve collected what you like, leaving out what you don’t, your selection becomes much clearer? Negotiation is this same kind of curation of desire.

Negotiation is much more than a top asserting what he wants and a bottom defining what the top is allowed to have based on her boundaries. Ideally, tops and bottoms will codesign the parameters of the space. This collaboration is practical because of the vast variations of BDSM styles; yet, the kind of sex we might call vanilla could also benefit from negotiation. Heteronormativity at its worst is all about assumptions and prescribed roles. The man is supposed to take control, the woman is always the bottom, the ejaculation of semen marks the end of the event. Negotiation overrides this default mode with active, participatory programming.

As crucial as negotiation is, it’s just as important to accept the limits of what you cannot control. Not everything in sex can be anticipated, so not everything can be—or even should be—negotiated. Attempts to account for everything that might happen and everything you might feel are futile. We don’t negotiate because it promises utopia: it doesn’t. We do it because it reduces harm and opens up possibilities.

Since my professional dungeon days, I’ve seen BDSM negotiation in practice at countless play parties and on countless dates. Recently, at an afternoon event at my local leather bar, an old friend of mine, L, who was visiting from out of town, got tied up for the first time. The rope top guided L to the bondage station he had set up in the corner of the patio against a St. Andrew’s cross. His assistant prepped raw jute fiber over a propane camping stove, filling the air with the earthy scent of hot rope. Nursing my beer, I eavesdropped on their conversation, partially to ensure L was comfortable and in good hands, and partially out of my own interest in negotiation techniques. I grinned, listening to the rope top ask my friend about injuries, where on her body it was okay to touch and if she preferred rough or gentle sensation, whether she wanted to be bound facing the crowd or facing the corner. These perfect strangers could acknowledge the realities of exhibitionism, physical restraint, sensuality, and intensity, designing their scene accordingly in real time. L left the experience glowing and relaxed. Later that afternoon, when it was my turn at the bondage station, the top and I had our own brief negotiation. As he wound ropes around my chest, I felt myself surrendering to the bondage, the overstimulating music and conversation of the bar fading to a distant buzz. For days afterward, I felt more embodied and connected to my friends than ever. Contrary to Nathan’s dismissal in Acts of Service, prenegotiation creates the possibility for discovery.
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Interscene communication is the meat of the kinky drama. This is where most of the action takes place.

For the most part, what we are all seeking from sex is overwhelming presence in the moment. As we have already seen, the nervous system facilitates sexual awareness in much the same way it aids when protecting from danger. The rest of the world melts away so that our bodies can act on instinct. Allowing that primal self to take over is often incredibly cathartic. This doesn’t mean that if self-conscious thoughts or utter banalities creep into your head that you’re failing at sex, any more than you’re failing at meditation if a memory momentarily distracts you from your breath. The whole point of overwhelm is giving the analytical mind a much-deserved rest. But this is the same reason that once we’re inside the overwhelm of arousal or ostentatious play, our brains are not our best friends. We can fall into well-worn grooves: anxieties, people-pleasing, defaulting to socialized gender roles or other ideas about how we’re “supposed” to behave.

During the negotiation phase, you’ve encrypted a code—a sexual syntax all your own. One of the most well-known and lambasted of these codes is the safeword. A safeword is a word you wouldn’t ever otherwise speak in the context of your scene. It signals extra-scene communication, and it must be unambiguous above all else.

Some people choose to play without safewords, but CNC is not defined by the agreed-on absence of a safeword. In fact, the presence of the safeword is what makes it possible for many people to fully surrender into the scene.

My go-to safewords follow the traffic light spectrum: red for stop, yellow for slow down, and green for go go go! Some people prefer the absurd boner killer (like “Starbucks” in Jeremy O. Harris’s Slave Play) that shocks you out of the moment. Others gravitate toward thematic terms like mercy, uncle, or sanctuary. Nonverbal safewords—like clapping twice or dropping an object heavy enough to make an obvious sound—are crucial for scenes where your mouth is otherwise occupied. Some players like to incorporate words with associated meaning so they can check in without breaking character. For example, please asks you to keep going even if the literal meaning in the scene is someone begging for their freedom. I’ll often use an intensity scale of 1 to 10 for scenes employing physical pain or emotional anguish: “If this is a 4, what number do you want me to take you to next?”

A safeword is not, to quote a scene from Portlandia, just an awkward proclamation of cacao as a never-ending cockblock. In order to distinguish between the desired struggle and a clear expression that a player is done being pushed, a shorthand is required. And that’s all a safeword is. A secret cipher. Anyone who finds this alienating is not thinking about the bond created by nicknames, by shared slang. A safeword is basically an in-joke.

It’s easy to dismiss or make fun of safewords because they’re achingly sincere attempts to protect one another. Safety is deeply uncool. Why else would people deliberately ride in a car without a seat belt, bike in the city without a helmet, fuck an anonymous hookup without a safer sex check-in? You could do all of these things every day of your life without negative consequence; yet what does it cost you to use the tools that decrease risk?

Safewords, it must be said, do not guarantee safety from harm, emotional or physical or otherwise. They are pledges that you care about your partner’s humanity, that you respect their agency, and that you are dedicated to finding that desired place of abandon together.

Some people may prefer to deliberately play any kind of BDSM, including CNC, without safewords, believing that the absence of a rip cord to pull will facilitate a more profound state of overwhelm. It’s the same human instinct that makes people want to perform acrobatics without a net, or free climb solo up the side of mountains. Sometimes it’s about ego fulfillment: wanting to believe they’re the coolest, the edgiest, the baddest, the winner, the champion. Sometimes it’s about upping the adrenaline ante. Sometimes it’s about reaching a level of sophisticated understanding or skill that they want to be further challenged. And I also think it’s about the drive to access a feeling of danger beyond fear, where you can let go, where you can be in a present flow state, where you can feel a total thrill rush, a loss of control.

Personally, I’m skeptical that those transcendent states can only be achieved without safety tools. You can choose to go hiking without registering your route with the ranger station, letting someone know where you’re going and when you’ll return. You trek into the wilderness for all kinds of reasons, ranging from ego boost to relief from social constraints. It might feel freeing to be bold and alone in nature. Being capable, you believe you know how to handle danger. But you do not have control over everything you might encounter: in fact, not having control over everything you might encounter is a key element of the experience you’re seeking, as contrasted with something comfortable and predictable, like sitting on your couch eating microwaved burritos and watching reruns. However, if something unexpected were to happen, like, say, a rock falling on your arm, you could lie there with a rock on your arm and know that by nightfall professionals are going to come looking for you because you registered your route. Having a rock fall on your arm was not the plan, but you wanted to encounter the unknown, and this is part of the unknown. And now with the rescue team searching for you, the chances are lower that you’ll have to saw your fucking arm off to survive.

Agreeing to forgo a safeword is certainly an improvement over playing without any intention. But I find that playing with a safeword improves your ability to accept no for an answer, to demonstrate you’d rather show care for your fellow human beings than get exactly what you want at every moment. In my experience, knowing the safety net is there allows people to go deeper, not hold back.

Imagine you’re trying to sink into subspace, and your top is constantly asking for reassurance that what he’s doing to you is really, really okay with you. When I give my top a safeword, I know he respects me enough to go through with the awful things we both enjoy. Imagine feeling the rush of topspace and sensing your bottom go still and quiet: you don’t know if they’re bored with what you’re doing, or upset and gritting their teeth through it. When my bottom has a safeword, I trust she is surrendering to her feeling.

It’s absolutely true that too much negotiation (and how much that is differs for everyone) can lead to a feeling of going through the motions. Phrases like “topping from the bottom” and “smart ass masochist” describe the kinds of submissives who struggle to truly surrender their minds and bodies, even if they want to. But this is not a problem of interscene communication; it’s a problem of lack of sexual education. Flow states come through practice. A safeword is a social contract that builds trust so we can get what we want from sex: being present for ourselves and one another.
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Aftercare signals that the play is coming to a close—at least, for now. It prepares you for returning to the real world. It can be as simple as a dating app hookup bringing a cum-drunk stranger a glass of water. Or it can be an entire day devoted to a post-playdate comedown. You might want stimulation or stillness, a hot mug of herbal tea or a bowl of salty popcorn, a long nature walk, a comfort show binge, a bubble bath, bass-throbbing dancing until the sun comes up, a session with your kink-aware therapist.

You don’t need to necessarily get aftercare from the person you played with. In fact, the most effective form may be the kind you give to yourself. This is also the perfect activity to do with platonic friends. The important part is being deliberate, and gauging compatibility, so you’re not disappointed that you want snuggles when whoever you’re with needs space.

It’s easy to rush past aftercare. It’s the most sincere part of sex, and sincerity is embarrassing. It may be cringe. It may be awkward. But this is exactly why it’s so important to make an intentional plan for it during negotiation. If you’ve planned for aftercare ahead of time, the segue into it feels more natural. You’re actually protecting your future selves by intentionally off-ramping from the scene, reintegrating your fantasy persona into daily life.

Aftercare is the part of sex that happens when you may have already had an orgasm, already gotten what you wanted. Which is why it’s such a useful opportunity to practice good judgment, reliability, and trustworthiness. People are apprehensive about demonstrating care because they don’t want their actions to promise something other than what they wish to deliver. After all, just because I’m being kind to you after being mean to you in a scene doesn’t mean I want to marry you! This is where negotiation continues to pay off. If you’ve established your intentions, you can trust the meaning behind each other’s actions without having to second-guess everything, especially while you’re already in a vulnerable state.

And it’s not just bottoms that need aftercare, either. Just as tops need to express their boundaries during negotiation, tops need aftercare too! Players can experience top-drop, where the rush of controlling another person or indulging your sadistic glee can lead to a hungover ache, or sub-drop, in which you long to return to that place of surrender and overwhelm. These drops are like a comedown from a night of partying, or the crash after a long day of work, or the loneliness after a stimulating convention. Aftercare soothes these transitions, building resilience, making them more sustainable than wild swinging back and forth from overload to burnout. Forgetting or forgoing aftercare can have strange psychological effects, especially when something unexpected happens (which, remember, is often the point of living dangerously). Once, at a kink event called Queer Invasion, I played a slumber party scene where two friends were bullying me into a makeover. Our play was interrupted by an emergency elsewhere in the dungeon; we abruptly had to break character to help an injured person and speak to paramedics. The crisis ended up being minor, but for the rest of the night, we found ourselves psychically stuck in top and bottom space. My friends raided the snack spread, maintaining the high-pitched attitude of a couple of mean girls, while I was in a state of deferential immaturity. The next day, we found ourselves dazed and drained. From that point on, I’ve always vowed to find some sort of offramp from every scene, no matter the circumstance, so I can always return gracefully to myself.

The context of communication is one of the most important methods we have for distinguishing intentionally intense sexual experiences from abuse. Abuse is possible within BDSM relationships, just as infidelity is possible for nonmonogamous people. BDSM communication is the good-faith effort to reduce harm and stay accountable to one another while also being free to indulge in dark fantasies and sensations.

Unfortunately, the distinction between BDSM and abuse will never be an obvious on/off switch. And a stilted practice of explicit consent (“May I kiss you? Is this okay? How about this, is this okay?”) sometimes smothers, rather than fuels, the engine of passion. A liberated sexual future must involve the right to practice BDSM, because its ethos throws all these complications on the table where we can get a good look at them.
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In Sexuality Beyond Consent, Saketopoulou proposes the concept of “limit consent,” differentiating it from the popularly accepted model of affirmative or enthusiastic consent. Limit consent involves negotiation between partners while also inviting “novelty and surprise” and “transgressing limits.” It’s a really smart clinical analysis of the more extreme versions of CNC often called total power exchange (TPE), where total 24/7 authority is given by the submissive to the dominant. “Limit consent does not concern itself with road maps specifying what the other is or is not allowed to do, but pertains, instead, to what we open ourselves up to when we surrender to an other and to the otherness in ourselves,” Saketopoulou writes.4 Contrary to popular belief, TPE in a 24/7 relationship is not about throwing negotiation, safewords, and aftercare out the window. In a TPE relationship between two (or more) people, partners agree to expand the circle of consent to a context that absorbs everything. The partners agree to a 24/7 dominant-submissive relationship, with the mutual understanding that not everything involving power and sex will be explicitly negotiated. TPE might involve a detailed contract for a longer period of time than just one date, or a spontaneous exchange like “I want you to lock me up and throw away the key!” followed by “I’m in!” CNC and TPE are related in that they are methodologies of achieving that roller-coaster drop of giving or taking control. Not all CNC is a TPE. In fact, oftentimes the opposite is true: CNC can be experienced only because of clear negotiation, the active practice of interscene communication, and the promise of customized aftercare. The difference is really one of scope and scale, with TPE being more long-term, consistent, and all-encompassing.

In a way, a TPE relationship is a refreshing acknowledgment that it is literally impossible to negotiate thoroughly, to anticipate everything that might happen and how you will feel about it. You could use a formal Yes/No/Maybe checklist with every conceivable sex and fetish act on it. You could sign a collaborative contract about what you will and won’t do. And even then, you could still encounter a word, a style, a level of intensity that is not what you want. For people engaging in TPE, negotiation is less about the details of desires and boundaries and more about building emotional trust, about demonstrating good judgment and critical thinking skills. And ultimately about accountability to your commitments.

A good rule of thumb for TPE—as well as for CNC and BDSM more broadly—is noticing whether your kink role has a literal correspondence to your role in society. There’s nothing inherently wrong, for example, with a man who gets off on dominating women or a working-class person getting off on submitting to a wealthy person. My advice in cases like these echoes Izenson’s tweet quoted above: It’s a very good idea for the person with the most power to put in the work to care for and improve the well-being of the person who is giving the gift of erotic surrender. The onus is on the privileged partner to take the lead on social consciousness as well as sex and play; it makes you a better person and better in bed too.

Consent is not transferable across people and contexts. I see this misunderstanding in some kink spaces: people assume that all tops want to top all the time, or that all bottoms are available to be groped or degraded by anyone all the time. It’s rarely, if ever, that cut and dry.

The risks you’re undertaking with TPE are also much more consequential than the risk of broken capillaries, repetitive stress injuries from flogging, some cathartic crying, or being caught doing something you’re not supposed to. The risk of TPE is the risk of an ethical violation. The risk is blurring the lines between BDSM and abuse, both in physical assault and emotional manipulation.

BDSM is a subculture outside of convention. Of course, when a series of bylaws are created in opposition to an existing system, rebels are going to rebel against the subculture. BDSM exists because people are turned on by the forbidden. So we create a new understanding of what is ethically permitted, and by definition that circumscribes a new definition of the forbidden. This impulse is unlikely to change, and therefore the cycle is unlikely to change. If we want to remain ethical, we have to think about the bigger picture, the metacontext of consent. If we don’t care about being ethical, that’s a choice available to us. What is not available to us is acting without consequence. If you want to play without a safeword, you’re accountable to a higher risk of harm.

It makes perfect sense that if screaming “NO, STOP, GET OFF ME” during sex is erotically charged, then for BDSM players screaming “RED RED RED” (or not having any way to truly say “Stop”) during play could be really hot. This is simply a matter of transferring the taboo charge of violating Yes Means Yes ethics onto BDSM ethics. We can’t be precious about creating a new context. No language will ever be sacred when it comes to consent.

I know plenty of people in functional 24/7 relationships. They’re as varied as any other kind of relationship. Everyone knows their role, and a lot of time gets saved. At their best, I believe, TPE agreements formalize the human dynamics already at play in a relationship, making a path toward fulfillment clear and bright.

Limit consent is a useful concept because it doesn’t scornfully dismiss BDSM communication, but rather gives us language to discuss the contradictions inherent in getting what we want. It’s a therapy term, and a new one at that, while CNC and TPE are ever-evolving subcultural practices. As long as we continue to figure out how to build a post-rape world, and get our rocks off in the meantime, these terms can shed light on one another.
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Consent is not, at face value, narratively interesting. Good sex, like a good story, builds suspense and tension, keeps you turning pages and hanging off cliffs. Psychotherapist Esther Perel has made a career out of pointing out how much relationship dissatisfaction arises from the cross purposes of romantic commitment: we want sex to be simultaneously safe and thrilling, both comforting and novel. That’s precisely what CNC is for. It teases out the psychodrama of an invented conflict. CNC is the friction that creates erotic energy. Consent is the reality; nonconsent is the experience. Consent is sincerity, and nonconsent is the satirical layer that adds an edge to whatever you already like about the sex you’re having.

A power play scene may appear shocking or even repugnant to nonparticipants. But just as we cannot ethically agree to sex on someone else’s behalf, we can’t judge what lust means to others—especially within the erotic paradox of CNC. The fact that an uninformed observer might be disturbed by what you’re doing can be central to the transgressive excitement. An outside observer sees agony when you’re experiencing ecstasy.

The sweet spot of CNC is when the literal meaning is the exact opposite of the implied meaning. Which is another way of saying that CNC is fundamentally ironic. Our reasonable expectation is that an experience of violation will make us feel sad, so when acting it out makes us happy that’s erotic irony. When my partner says “I wanna destroy you” and I know afterward I’m going to feel more cohesive than ever—that’s erotic irony. When we see repulsive, disturbing, upsetting imagery in porn and we’re flooded with giddiness—that’s erotic irony. I’ll never forget the first time someone called me a “bad girl” and it made me feel… good! Or the times someone called me a “worthless cum dumpster” while they fucked me and it made me feel… respected! And as we discussed in the chapter on spanking and sadomasochistic pain play, my mind was blown when I realized that pain could be the most pleasurable sensation on earth. I’ll bet that erotic irony is the secret sauce of your most potent sexual memories, too, and a key ingredient in getting more of what you want out of your sex life.

Part of the appeal of CNC scenes is also that they tend to utilize tools of melodrama, and thus are appealing for those of us who like our scenes creative, theatrical, performative, and campy. We respond to dramatic, situational, and tragic irony in our storytelling because they build tension, suspense, and empathy. In scenarios of both CNC and irony, the juxtaposition between unexpected elements creates something exciting and new.

CNC is the catharsis of pity and fear: we forget about our own troubles for a while because we are so relieved we’re not Oedipus, or Romeo, or the Final Girl’s best friend who should never have said “I’ll be right back.” Through dramatic irony, we also get the illusion of authorship, or even of omnipotence: we are so aware that something horrible is coming next, we feel a sense of control even as we know we can’t reach them with our screams of “That’s your mom, ya dummy!” or “Just wait five minutes and she’s gonna wake up!” or “Don’t go in there!” The blitheness of the doomed clueless character is contrasted with our excitement at the inevitability of their fate. In CNC, you’re the popcorn-chomping spectator of a thriller starring yourself and animated by your darkest secrets.

We don’t tend to think about sex when we think about irony. We think about sarcastic hipsters, and David Foster Wallace’s handwringing over the death of sincerity, and maybe what we know that Othello doesn’t. Irony isn’t usually sensual; it’s cerebral. It’s isolating, not social. Irony simultaneously shatters the illusion of fantasy and plunges you deeper into it. But erotic irony is actually at the heart of more turn-ons than you might realize.

Erotic ironyiii is a slow clap. It’s the Bikini Kill fan who gets off role-playing as a trad wife. It’s feeling more human when you crawl around on your hands and knees barking like a dog. It’s when an excruciatingly painful punishment feels like a reward. It’s the cuckold who feels his wife’s devotion most fully when he’s watching her fuck someone else. It’s the human ashtray who feels most valued when he’s being objectified. It’s the bondage that makes you feel free.

What is the point of saying something you don’t mean in order to communicate what you do mean? This is the central mystery of both erotics and humor. The things we find funny have a lot in common with what turns us on. Both laughter and sexual arousal are highly subjective, involuntary physical responses dependent on mood and context. Both pleasures often surprise us.

Novelty and surprise are loaded with eros. This is why crushes are so intense, why we seek out new partners for that rush of new-relationship energy, why we need to introduce variety into our long-term relationships.

In a CNC scene, as with any role-play, you’re embodying a fictionalized version of yourself. You’re still responsible for your actions, just as an actor is responsible for his behavior on set and an athlete is responsible for injuries she causes on the field. But in all of these instances, the context of play makes it possible for you to be yourself and not yourself at once. Part of the appeal of a role-play is embodying a persona, which can be helpful if you’re conflicted or anxious about your desires, which all of us ultimately are. In a role-play, the story has the desire. The character does the dirty thing. Usually that fiction is an aspect of yourself, as is true for any author or actor. But just because you know it’s fiction doesn’t make it feel any less real. CNC is like getting a relaxing massage while lying on a bed of sharp spikes.
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Acts of Service is a version of the romance genre phenomenon where arousal just happens with no communication. But it’s not a book about kinky sex. The transgressions are all cheap thrills at someone else’s expense. Sadly, the book reflects a widely held belief, persistent even in a modern world struggling to be sex positive, that all you have to do to be turned on is behave badly toward other people. The whole point of BDSM, including CNC, is showing up to do our best to do right by one another, so that we can achieve dark and ecstatic states together without actually violating anyone.

Sexual danger is too much fun to be the sole purview of adulterers and predators. CNC offers the danger of losing control for those who wish to care for and respect their partners. There’s just one catch. You have to let go of Nathan’s fantasy that partners will psychically know what you will like and not like—because CNC requires you to fucking talk about it.

In order to construct an ethical consent culture, we must acknowledge the role that fear plays in desire. Fear of harm and of the unknown, yes, but also fear of being corrupted by something monumental, fear of being wrong or bad. We fear that the people who are supposed to love us unconditionally will judge us when we make mistakes. We are anxious about the fading of mutual desire with our committed partners, about not being wanted back by the object of our lust, that the nature of our desire will be repulsive, will be too much. Some people are more vulnerable to violence, abuse, and trauma than others, and we have a responsibility to practice care even as we push ourselves to our edges. Acknowledging taboo fascinations rather than censoring them is the path to sexual liberation. We should simultaneously uphold these taboos in real life and freely twist them into every kind of shape imaginable in our fantasies.

There is no excitement without risk. Remove the danger, and lust is an engine running on fumes.

Footnotes

i Although it’s worth noting that in the current, widely accepted model of enthusiastic consent or “Yes Means Yes,” consent can be revoked at any moment.

ii As in Carl Jung, the influential psychoanalyst who developed the “shadow” archetype to describe the parts of ourselves we see as dark that must be balanced with light to be integrated into our fullest selves. In the 2011 film A Dangerous Method, director David Cronenberg speculates that Jung would have made a wonderful spanko.

iii I am going to bring up Alanis Morissette only to acknowledge the fact that none of the scenarios in her song “Ironic” are actually ironic, and the fact that there is any debate on the subject only demonstrates how little we as a culture understand something that we employ in our daily storytelling and communication. (Listen: It would be ironic if he died in a car crash because he was afraid to fly.)
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CHAPTER FOUR

Fisting
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“Scarcity does not exist to a fister. The carnal urge to take, to surrender, to be consumed by that primal need para más. Each gape, a testament to the pursuit of more; your hole filled and stretched surpasses the limitations of moderation. And with a touch of stereognosis, believe me, I can navigate your hole in the dark with ease. Bottles of lube; towels; mess; cum; knuckles; hands; elbows—each thrust made in the praxis of excess. Here, you can be the most subtle gloves, the sweetest rose, a fucking-mess. And I, an absolute fucking-glutton, up to my elbows in excess.”

— Rogelio Ruckus, he/him, first Mx. Cruise Los Angeles Leather, cofounder of FFillers LA
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One of my favorite undergraduate college courses was a class devoted to gothic literature. Among my fellow students was a group of three androgynous hyperstylish punks. I was obsessed with their oversized heavy metal T-shirts, dark lipstick, dirty hair, and spiky jewelry, even though I was too shy to ever really get to know them. They sat in the back of the lecture hall and conspicuously whispered sotto voce to one another as we analyzed The Castle of Otranto (1764) and The Monk (1796). They were rude but engaged, and had clearly always done the reading.

Our professor assigned us several films alongside the classic literary texts, and one of them was Blue Velvet (1986). This movie, probably my first exposure to David Lynch’s work, enchanted me with its tale of an innocent young couple seduced into a dark underworld of devastating blackmail, reckless joyrides, and severed ears. I was 19, so there was a lot I didn’t understand about what I was responding to. Still, I knew I liked squirmy melodrama animated by the revelation that beneath the veneer of apparent purity, American perversion is always swarming.

One day, our professor prompted a discussion of the movie’s most infamous scene. Kyle MacLachlan, as naive Jeffrey, hides naked in a closet, voyeuring to Dorothy (Isabella Rossellini) as she opens the door to allow the bluntly psychotic Frank (Dennis Hopper) into her apartment.

“Now it’s dark,” Frank announces somewhat redundantly, as they begin playing out a vicious ritual that seems both familiar and comforting to the two of them, while uncanny to Jeffrey (and presumably, the audience). Huffing gas that sends him into a fugue state, Frank violently climbs on top of Dorothy in a peculiar position, moaning, “Baby wants to fuck!” He slaps her, and her face instantly becomes just as ecstatic as his, no alkyl nitrites (or whatever is in that tank) required. The shock of the scene, and the mix of fear and ecstasy on Dorothy’s face as both she and Frank bite down hard on the eponymous fabric of her dress, distracted me from the details of the act itself. Initially, I didn’t think too much of the implications of their choreography; I’d seen plenty of movies where intercourse was suggested by positions that could not possibly be anatomically accurate—sometimes for humorous effect, sometimes to preserve the modesty of the actors.

“What do you think he’s doing to her?” our professor asked the class. We discussed the movie’s mix of brutality and sensuality.

My goth crushes kept snickering to one another, until our professor prompted them to spit it out already.

“He’s fisting her!” they all hollered, somehow in unison, as if they had been salaciously joking about it all week.

My heart flip-flopped at this mysterious word. Fisting. I, too, wanted sex to be that intense, even criminal, for certain acts to be so all-consuming that they took on a feeling of near-supernatural enchantment. The bad kid chorus’s understanding of the scene’s opaque psychosexual ritual, not to mention the confidence and assurance with which they interpreted the consensual nonconsent (CNC), was as intriguing to me as the film itself, possibly because agents of the surreal cinematic underworld of Lynch’s vision had been revealed to be sitting in plastic chairs a few feet from me. They shared a sexual secret that I wanted in on.

I did not know what fisting was. But if these kids found it provocative, and if it could inspire that kind of performance from Isabella Rossellini, then I knew I wanted to find out.
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Hold your hand in front of you. Now, make a fist.

There are two kinds of people in the world.

One kind hears the word fist and imagines balled-up knuckles ready to throw a punch.

The other kind associates the word fist with the pads of the fingers pressed together like a shadow-puppet duck bill, like a wedge of dense cheese.

The first kind of person might think of a fist fight, as in aggression, conflict.

The second kind might have a multisensory memory. The gradual widening of the wedge from fingertips to knuckles and then narrowing back to the wrist. The thumb, once engulfed, taking shelter under the canopy of four other fingers, balling up to become something more than a hand that picks up a skillet on a stove or operates the wheel of a car. The hand that becomes a presence inside, filling you up, a presence whose slightest movement operates you like a puppet. That feedback loop of trust, that we did it! jubilation, the unbridled weeping that often seems unlocked, as if the hand is palpitating that abstraction, neither fully anatomical nor wholly emotional, that we call the heart.

You’ll find that if you talk to people about fisting, it’s impossible for them not to make a fist-fucking fist and pantomime as if there is a canal of flesh suspended in the air in front of them—a twisting, undulating pump.

Press your finger pads together like you’re pinching into a spice pot. Put your fingers to your lips in a chef’s kiss. That’s a fist-fucking fist.

With your other hand, wrap your forefinger and thumb around the fist-fucking fist at its widest point, where the knuckles curve around your palm. Now look at the hole your hand has made and consider how the body can gape when it wants to.

Fisting is the enjoyment of a hand inside of a vagina, ass, or mouth, a perversion of both what we can use to fuck and what a hole can do. Fisting is a reconceptualization of the human body as an animated map of pleasure. Fisting is fucking without any of the hang-ups of ordinary traditionalist intercourse, without random destiny of size mattering or the matter of thrusting endurance, or the possibility of getting accidentally knocked up. Fisting is sex with no function except extreme pleasure and profound connection.

Imagine your pelvis—whatever openings you have to it, whatever you call it, however you conceive of it—being filled. Think of your arm having all of the potency we associate with cocks. Imagine your elbow gathering the buzz of grinding hips, flexing your bicep to move or stay still or brace as your beloved’s insides are speaking back to you, telling you what to do.

Many people associate fisting with lurid torture, even if they’ve never seen Blue Velvet. This mistake arises from three assumptions. One, that the word fisting means throwing a punch, which is simply an accident of semantics. A balled-up hand can cause harm, yes, but it can also knead a muscle. Two, the taboo of a bodily orifice being penetrated by something that big. The stereotype is that the hole will eventually be stretched out and incontinent, or (worse!) less pleasurable to the penetrator (thus the tradition of doctors providing a “husband stitch” following vaginal birth). Three, the idea that sex that is definitely not about procreation is somehow wrong. In reality, fisting is not inherently violent, damaging, or immoral. It’s simply a different way to fuck. Not to be That Guy, but to really understand what sets fisting apart from other kinds of penetration, you kinda gotta be there.

Why does fisting feel so good? Well, as a top, I love every method of exploring someone’s squishy insides. As a bottom, it’s a completely different feeling than the in-and-out friction of phallic intercourse, and variety is the spice of life. As a kinky person, I love to practice things that are engrossing and, above all, unexpected. And as a queer, of course, I love hands.

A hand is articulated and opposable. Consider what a hand can do pressing the keys of a piano or fader on a sound board, what it can fix under the hood of a car, or cultivate in the soil of a garden. Like a dildo, a hand never goes soft. It stays stiff as long as the bottom wants it. The fisting top’s endurance is more about their own stamina than some arbitrary measurement of virility.

There are contradictions in the way hand sex is generally perceived. Fisting is sophisticated, but finger-banging is so juvenile, a term for people who are only beginning to grasp the possibilities of what sex is and what it can be. Meanwhile, in long-term relationships, mutual masturbation is often seen as a sideshow, a substitute for what should be the feature presentation of intercourse. The truth of the matter is a practice of touching yourself while your partner is in bed next to you is a wonderful way to keep sexual energy going, even if your moods or libidinal drives ebb and flow, which they inevitably will.

And the hand job is an act that never seems to shake its status as consolation prize. It’s a service I used to offer in a couple of Midtown Manhattan massage parlors, grasping the cocks of businessmen who were killing time before catching the Metro-North from Grand Central Station. Maybe like teenagers who consider genital touching an act somewhat shy of losing your virginity, the clients who patronized the massage parlors thought of it as a lesser transgression than paying for full-service intercourse, or even being erotically tortured in the downtown dungeons where I also worked.i

All of this is to say that hand sex is often considered less significant than “real sex,” also known as penis-in-vagina sex. But hand sex is so, so much more than that.

The incredible thing about handballing is that practically anyone of any gender can do it. And you don’t have to rely on your genitals; you can recast other parts of your body in the topping role you’d like to try on for size.
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In an essay originally published in English in Mask Magazine in 2016, German communist Bini Adamczak proposed a new term, or rather a new way of thinking about something that has always existed: circlusion. If penetration is into, then circlusion is onto. Instead of “being penetrated,” the vagina, or mouth, or rectum, or sleeve toy—even cleavages and thighs—actively circludes the penis, or tongue, or fist, or dildo. The bottom—the person with the circluding hole, and sometimes the person who likes being called a hole—is just as much the doer, equally robust, equally in control of the action. The hole is not just the rim of the opening into a person but the entire canal, the entire cylinder, the tunnel, the sheath. The vagina, the front hole, a cul-de-sac. The ass, the back door, a highway of twisting intestines, the inevitable other end being the mouth. Adamczak suggests more words: gulfing, circling, and gulping, all with the purpose of emphasizing the bottom’s agency.

“The dildo and the penis function, almost unchallenged, as practical signs of power,” Adamczak writes,1 critiquing the assumption that a sexual encounter involves an active partner who is doing the fucking, a.k.a. penetrating the other’s hole/s, while the passive partner gets fucked. We see this bias in the standard definitions of kink terms, the idea that the top/dom/sadist is performing and the bottom/sub/masochist is receiving, as if the latter is in the audience and not themselves a participant in the pursuit of mutual pleasure.ii

Circlusion turns all fuckers into kinetic equals. “The verb ‘to penetrate’ evokes a nonreciprocal or at least unequally distributed process,” Adamczak observes, continuing, “being penetrated, like being screwed, is automatically imagined as disempowerment.” It’s true that colloquialisms like “fuck the police” and “getting fucked by the system” and even “you fucked up” imply that someone or something is being destroyed. As we know, sexual destruction can be a lot of fun; that being the case, it’s time we acknowledge that a hole, too, can ruin you. What would change in how we think and talk about sex if we conceptualized the hole not as a void but as a tunnel wall of flexing musculature and feeling nerves that grasp, that pulse, that glide?

“It is a contradictory feature of bourgeois ideology that effort gets causally associated with power in a society premised precisely on the opposite: power derives from the exploitation and appropriation of others’ activeness,” Adamczak writes. We take for granted that the fucking organ is the one in charge. “It’s remarkable how quickly this supposed link between power and effort is forgotten where blowjobs are concerned.” That is, after all, why they call it a job. The mouth is at work.

Oftentimes when we think about preparing for penetrative sex, we think about the willingness and readiness of the penetrator: a penis becoming a boner, a dildo being lubed up. And yes, sadly, a phallus can usually make its way inside a canal whether the canal is ready or not. But wet and swollen pussies and rectums and throats are, simply put, better for fucking.

That’s one of the many advantages of fisting for people who enjoy being penetrated: unlike a cylindrical phallus, it requires patience and finesse to get the considerably bumpier shape of a hand inside. It’s easier for most penises to slip into most vaginas or rectums, but “easy” doesn’t necessarily translate to “more pleasurable” for anyone involved. Fisting emphasizes what the fistee wants and needs in order to relax and open, which changes the act of penetration from “let’s get this done” to “let’s take our time.” It’s not that it always requires hours of tantric foreplay: I’ve seen people swallow hands in a matter of minutes. But fisting tops and bottoms do need to be attuned to each other more than in any other kind of intercourse.

Adamczak mentions fisting several times in her piece (“a closed hand around a dildo, of lips around a foot, of a vagina stretched over a fist”). To my mind, getting fisted is the ultimate act of circlusion, even if the term itself refers to the penetrating body part. Fisting necessitates communication, patience, finesse, embodied listening, and active breathwork. This may go some way toward explaining why fisters tend to enter a meditative, trance-like state. Fisting requires intentional engagement from the bottom, because in order to take a fist you really have to breathe deeply, to communicate about slowing down or wanting more, to reach for the poppers, to ask for the lube. And these are all things bottoms could be doing all the time, but fisting takes us out of our assumptions that the bottom is there to satisfy the top’s lust, to simply take it. A fistee must be a size queen, someone who loves to be filled up with something massive. Opening to a fist is a trust fall for everyone involved. When your hand is deep inside someone, you can feel their heart beating back against you.

Sometimes when I’m up to my wrist in an aroused, engorged bottom, watching and feeling and listening to and smelling a partner so aroused they’re thrashing and bearing down and grasping back and contracting over and over, I think: Why would you fuck a hole that isn’t turned on? Sure, I take pride in turning people on and driving them insane with ecstasy, but fucking an engorged hole is just more fun, like bouncing on a trampoline or being tossed into the air by a taut parachute, with all the verve that inspires.

It’s not just penises that enjoy being circluded either. Clit heads respond to pressing and smashing and mashing, especially once they’ve been teased into arousal. The suction of a mouth or pump toy vacuum sealed around the vulva can create the feeling that your junk is swollen enough to put inside of something or someone.

“What matters is not what parts a body possesses, but rather, which parts are put into action,” concludes Adamczak, and this is a queer manifesto bigger than circlusion, bigger even than fisting. When we reinvent and remap our anatomy for the purpose of pleasure, we leave behind inherited anxiety and shame around what our bodies are capable of, opening wide to engulf the future.
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I love watching fisting porn for the same reason I love participating in it: because something so emotionally profound and anatomically monumental is happening. Fisting porn is the most likely place to find a bottom being active, wild expressions playing on their gasping faces, bracing themselves and adjusting their body hungrily for more, or simply writhing for a difference in angle or depth. Unfortunately, misunderstandings about what fisting is and isn’t has led to it being one of the most widely banned sex acts in modern porn.

OnlyFans, an online platform for people to post their own user-generated adult entertainment and monetize it through memberships and video clip sales, specifically lists fisting as prohibited content. That list also includes “firearms, self-harm, bestiality, assault, torture, and genital mutilation,” which should give you some sense of the type of activity fisting is associated with. When I produced a small queer porn website in 2009, we came up against credit card companies threatening not to process our members’ payments when we posted fisting videos, and we posted a lot of fisting videos. The niche subgenre of “queer porn” emphasizes communication and safer sex as part of the action and tends to take a vérité/gonzo approach: the camera parks itself in the room and documents the way queers cum and adjust and gaze and writhe. In my experience, when you give queer porn stars carte blanche to do whatever they want on camera, they frequently want to put their hands inside each other. Thus, fisting has become closely associated with indie queer porn, which gives bans on the act a strong stink of homophobia.

Many of these constructions of what is considered legally obscene or in violation of a digital platform’s “community standards” are dictated not by actual communities but by tech plutocrats interested only in hoarding wealth and social control, or politicians and other lawmakers who do not understand or care about the confirmation biases that lead them to make arbitrary judgments on so-called morality. They also come from corporate credit card companies who want to make money off adult entertainment while still distancing themselves from perceptions of deviance. All of these entities are pretty clearly motivated by the notion that the erect penis should always be the focus of sex and by discomfort with the idea that pussies and asses can gape with pleasure if you treat them right.

On a 2023 post to his Substack blog, artist Leo Herrera wrote about “bottom shame.” He outlines the emasculation of circlusion and the way that expecting anal bottoms to be squeaky clean alienates us from the natural smells and secretions of our bodies. “Bottom shame is so difficult to address and heal because it can be in so many places simultaneously,” Herrera explains. “It plays with time: our past trauma colliding with the future of our sexual expectations. It can be shorthand for our biggest issues, our racism, misogyny, self-hate, their result and the cause.”2

Herrera continues, “There’s a difference between hygienic self-care and unnatural, unattainable, punishable anal cleanliness. Are we so afraid of the faintest odors and secretions during sex that we put our health, dignity and pleasure on the line? This puritanical, colonial separation dates back to Kellogg’s (yes the cereal guy) 1800s circumcision campaign for ‘cleanliness’ and chastity.”

Fear of bottoming is fear of disease, fear of submission, fear of the feminine. For straight men, simply being penetrated is enough to make them feel like a woman, which can be eroticized in all kinds of ways, from being made into someone’s bitch to being transformed into a sexy girlfriend. For gay men, it’s often assumed that the more swishy, effeminate partner will automatically be the bottom, and the more butch will be the top. Obviously, in reality, there is no correlation between gender identity and a preference for penetration and circlusion. There are also terms for people who prefer both (vers or versatile) and those who don’t enjoy penetrative sex at all (sides). Sides might prefer oral, external hand sex, all kinds of kink, or a personal favorite of mine, frottage or tribadism, where people rub their sensitive outsides together without penetration. And yes, scissoring is, conclusively, a thing.

One of my prevailing theories is that moral outrage about porn is in actuality the fear of the bottom. To watch someone bottom is to witness them coming undone. The threshold between inner and outer space transgressed. And while engorgement, dilation, gaping, and all the rest of it is part of the body’s natural biological processes, and something many people experience throughout their lives, witnessing it can be dysphoric. It could lead someone to become inhibited, or lead someone to really contemplate how much the body can twist and alter itself before snapping back to some sense of cohesion. Since institutions don’t teach us about the pleasure possibilities of sex, we have to look to our communities to show us how it’s done.



[image: image]





Social anthropologist Gayle Rubin’s landmark essay “Catacombs: A Temple of the Butthole” (name a better essay title; I’ll wait) profoundly changed my life when I read it in the anthology Leatherfolk: Radical Sex, People, Politics, and Practice (1991), edited by Mark Thompson. Rubin documents the rise and fall of a private sex party in the Mission District of 1970s San Francisco, in a pre-AIDS era when queer leather culture was coalescing. Crucially, Rubin—who identifies as a leather dyke—attended these gender-inclusive parties as an invited guest, so we don’t get the same old conventional academic going-on-safari stance, but rather a love letter to a very special space of queer pleasure, one the author is intimately familiar with.

The Catacombs was a club for all kinds of play, but it was, according to Rubin, primarily considered a “fister’s paradise,” or “mecca for handballing” in part due to the “party technology” of its founder, Steve McEachern, who was a member of the local chapter of an actual organization called Fist Fuckers of America. Held weekly in McEachern’s home, it was a meticulously designed event, from the curation of the attendees to the disco mix tapes on stereo rotation. The converted garage had a social lounge for arriving and cruising, bondage tables for precision torture, a waterbed for aftercare, a doorless bathroom for douching, a human-sized cage, and much more. The style was substance: the coziness was meant to help players relax in all ways psychological and physical in order to prepare for extreme acts of circlusion.

Rubin describes fisting as a subculture within the subculture of gay leather, detailing their practices, including conspicuous use of lube and poppers as well as dedicated practices of douching and manicuring. These elements—which create what Rubin calls “fit, comfort, rhythm, and grease”—are crucial to play spaces, and to fisting, to this day.3
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“Vast quantities of Crisco were essential to the Catacombs experience,” Rubin writes. “Crisco was the lube of choice. Nothing ever removed the pervasive layer of Crisco that coated every surface. Fresh cans were put out before every party and strategically placed within easy reach of every possible playstation.” A 1984 photograph in Leatherfolk shows the fisting room, outfitted with rows of studded leather sex slings and, suspended on chains hanging from the ceiling, easy-to-reach Crisco stations.

In 2009, in exchange for demo bottoming at a weekend intensive for Cléo Dubois, Eve Minax, and Selena Raven’s Academy of SM Arts, I got the chance to fuck on one of the slings that Cléo and her partner Fakir Musafar had rescued from the Catacombs after Steve’s passing. It was like circluding while cocooned in a piece of history, my boots in stirrups, the liberatory communal pleasures of my queer ancestors roiling beneath me. Rubin’s words rang in my ears as I came: “Sometimes Steve initiated Crisco fights just to loosen up the party. Crisco greased the assholes. It greased whole bodies. It greased the walls. It greased the way for smooth and easy contact. Lube reduced friction.”

Crisco—an affordable brand of vegetable shortening made of soybean and palm oil, commonplace in midcentury American kitchens—may have been perfect for anal fisting in the 1970s, but there are plenty of reasons to use other lubrications on the market now. Lube manufacturing has come a long way since the days of the Catacombs, as have ideas about who needs it and for what activities.

Shortening is oil-based, which means it can degrade safer sex barriers like condoms and gloves as well as some toy materials, and its stubborn coating may contribute to bacterial infections. Crisco may still be right for some people—same with coconut or olive oil—but it’s important to remember that “organic and plant-based” does not always translate to “best for lower-risk fucking.”

Nowadays, most body-safe brands of lubrication are either water-based or silicone-based. Silicone coats your body’s surfaces inside and out, keeping things nice and slippery for long periods, but over months of use it will degrade any dildo or butt plug that’s also made of silicone (unlike oil, silicone lube is compatible with latex or polyurethane condoms). Water-based lube generally has the least risk of causing infections, breaking condoms, or ruining toys; its main disadvantage is that it’s absorbed more quickly into the body, so requires more frequent reapplication. (Fortunately, you can make that part gooey and fun!)

If you are somehow under the misapprehension that lube is for people who aren’t doing it right, go ahead and kiss that myth goodbye. Not all vaginas produce enough wetness to comfortably enjoy penetration, regardless of how turned on they are—especially if you like your sessions long and/or rough, or you want to have larger things like fists inside you. And the ass simply does not self-lubricate, so finding and liberally using the right lube is especially crucial to anal pleasure. As my friend, sex worker, and anarchist Jinx Lierre has emblazoned across iridescent stickers that she hands out wherever she goes, “There’s no such thing as too much lube.”
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Lubrication does more than simply increase comfort: it also facilitates safer sex. Lube reduces irritation in sensitive areas, and less tearing means less risk of sexually transmitted infection. While we’re on the topic of the ways safer sex has changed since HIV came into our lives, let’s talk about gloves. There are all kinds of reasons you might want to consider nitrile or latex gloves for your fisting, or other activities. Gloves smooth out the rough texture of hands, any calluses or hangnails that might chafe or tear. Synthetic surfaces don’t absorb lube the way that skin can, so they tend to stay greased when they’re deep inside. For those who are concerned with STIs, gloves are a dependable tool for preventing transmission between mucous membranes and common small cuts on the hand. Finally, gloves make for quick cleanup: turn them inside out like a surgeon and toss them in the wastebasket or on the floor and get to cuddling! Gloves, like condoms, can grow to have a sexy association if they signal the beginning of a fisting session: I’m fond of giving the wrist of my glove a satisfying SNAP! to send shivers down my bottom’s spine.

Some people prefer not to use gloves for many of the same reasons people prefer condom-free sex. The friction of skin-to-skin, nerve-ending-to-nerve-ending contact can, for some, feel more intimate and worth the risks. There are also other ways to make hands more fisting friendly, including moisturizing and keeping fingernails short and well-filed, like the fisters in the Catacombs. Manicures are a form of flagging to this day among queers. For some, it’s the long pointy acrylics on one hand matched with short smooth tips on the other. I’ve seen long nails on everything except the insertable pointer and middle finger. I even know femmes who are so devoted to the glamour of their colorful bejeweled stilettoed tips that—defying the idea that you can tell porn stars aren’t “real” lesbians by their “fake” nails—have developed all kinds of techniques for hand sex with claws.
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The kind of anal fisting that happened at the Catacombs may be filthy, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be unclean. Douching, a.k.a. enemas, is a form of considerate hygiene for players going deep up in each other’s guts. A good friend of mine refers to enemas as part of a predate routine, “like brushing my teeth.” I’ve also found enemas to be a surprising source of pleasure. An enema is the introduction of water into the rectum through the anus. Administering an enema a few hours before play can give you peace of mind that you’re cleaned out and less likely to make a mess. This is an especially good idea for anal fisting because of the level of deep muscle relaxation and circlusion involved.

Most people who are trying anal for the first time have one anxiety on their mind: making a shitty mess. For the most part, this fear arises from an alienation from our bodies and how they actually function. Fecal matter is not stored in the rectum. Of course, it does pass through the rectum on its way to the toilet, so the anal canal is, as they say, a place where shit happens. It’s understandable that if your only experience with relaxing your inner (involuntary) and outer (voluntary) sphincter muscles is during a bowel movement, allowing something to go in through the out door without worrying that it will unleash the contents of your guts can take some getting used to. This is no different from any kind of sex, or anything worth doing, really: practice opens up possibility.

Anal douching is more than just a practical consideration: it can also be a fetish unto itself. Some enema devices connect to shower heads that can control water pressure: in my experience, this can give you a real deep rush of euphoria. There are also disposable fleet bottles, reusable silicone bulbs, and many more play options on the market.

For those who enjoy power play, domination, and submission, the idea that water can go deeper inside someone than any object can be tantalizing. A pre-anal enema can also incorporate medical fetish role-play, where the top takes on the role of stern therapist or comforting governess administering the cleansing. Water can also be a wonderful way to stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system—that’s the rest and digest and feed and breed system, which conserves energy as it slows the heart rate, increases intestinal and gland activity, and relaxes sphincter muscles in the gastrointestinal tract. Beyond getting clean to get dirty, enemas assist in your body’s natural processes of surrender.
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Psychedelics like LSD were also popular at the Catacombs. The mixing of mind-altering drugs and sex parties has entered a new stage of taboo in our twenty-first-century consent culture, with some people advocating for guidelines that define any amount of intoxication as being mutually exclusive with consent. I, for one, believe that many adults know the difference between substance abuse and a little bit of social lubrication from alcohol, or from the mood- and consciousness-altering effects of cannabis and other psychotropic substances. But the most enduring and controversial sex drug may be the vapor of alkyl nitrites, commonly called poppers.

Although I’ve had my share of drunk and stoned sex (sometimes awesome, sometimes not), for a long time I looked down my, ahem, nose at poppers. I associated them with the small bottles labeled “VHS cleaner” or “room deodorizer” (a popular marketing trick to sidestep drug regulations) that were sold alongside off-gassing jelly plastic dildos and sugary lube in the seedier sex shops I passed by, not the brightly lit feminist stores I worked and shopped in. I’d also seen enough people in my college dorms doing whippets (nitrous oxide) and acting extremely dumb to buy into the idea that I didn’t want to “kill my brain cells” with any kind of inhalants.

But ever since reading Adam Zmith’s stunning 2021 book Deep Sniff: A History of Poppers and Queer Futures, I’ve been liberated from my popper prejudice.

“It’s funny,” Zmith muses, “that some people are wary of inhaling poppers, because we’re already full of poisons. I’m not talking about the microplastics we ingest when we eat fish. I mean the ideas we absorb that make us hate ourselves.”4 Zmith argues that our notions about the dangers of poppers emerge from homophobia and sex phobia more broadly. Upon some reflection, I realized that I was initially put off by them because I saw them as a crutch, a cheat code for what deep breathing, active listening, and patience should be doing. I obviously still value all of those things, as you’ll already know if you’re this far in this book! But Zmith’s perspective is so compelling: the messages that we don’t deserve to enjoy our own bodies, that opening up is unsafe and emasculating and disempowering, are all around us. I found myself reconsidering, if poppers aid in getting you there, why would we deny ourselves that help?

Deep Sniff details the invention, production, and marketing of poppers, as well as the scientific reasons it makes humans feel a warm rush for a short period of time. Zmith also explores the reasons poppers are so great for the type of sex that requires deep relaxation of both muscles and inhibitions, like anal fisting. Inhaling poppers instantly lowers your blood pressure and dilates your blood vessels, quickening your heart rate. It’s also a quick way to relax the muscles of the vagina and anus, so it’s sort of circlusion in a bottle!

Essentially, Zmith’s book presents poppers as a philosophically hedonistic act. If something can make you feel good, and isn’t about hurting others, he argues, you should be asking yourself where you’re getting messages that you shouldn’t do that thing. This resonates with my years of work as a pro-porn activist; one of the main reasons that the religious right is anti-porn is that the only function of adult entertainment is making yourself feel good, as opposed to making babies. The reason fisting porn, too, is so often banned is that it’s an act of pure pleasure misunderstood and willfully misrepresented by its detractors as an act of aggressive violation. Arguments against fisting are usually in bad faith. Most moral systems prize self-abdication and honor above indulgence. And pleasure is framed as temptation threatening to break through your resistance. This ecosystem of shame is not one where freedom, art, or happiness thrive.

“Those of us who enjoy poppers have to rely on ourselves to focus on pleasure, because the culture that depicts poppers has little space for it,” Zmith concludes.

After finishing Deep Sniff, my interest was piqued enough to see if poppers could indeed change my sex life.iii At a leather party I attended in Los Angeles, a vendor was hawking studded harnesses, flagging hankies, and a plexiglass case lined with small bottles. I asked him for a recommendation, and he produced a metallic pink bottle with two kissing scorpions.

Jerking off at home some days later, I inhaled and was amazed at the way my cunt became instantly engorged with blood, fat and swollen and aching to be filled. I was able to fit my entire fist inside myself in five minutes. It was one of the most euphoric solo sessions I’d had in years.

I joke that poppers and lube are the female Viagra, but it’s also kinda not a joke. In the same way that Viagra creates an erection, and the arousal and engagement follow once the pressure to perform is alleviated, a hit of poppers makes a cunt swell. The hunger to circlude flows from there.
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At 6 p.m., I’m balanced on a ten-foot-tall ladder, power drilling a load-bearing eyelet into the ceiling. Once installed, my friends and I hang four lengths of chain, attaching them to a leather sling.

By 2 a.m., I’m underneath those drill holes, wrist deep in someone’s ass, lubing and pumping and enjoying the thud of Detroit house music on the sound system.

It’s 2018. My friends are throwing an illegal warehouse party in downtown Los Angeles. I’m in town visiting, so of course I offer to help set up in exchange for free admission. When we arrived with a U-Haul full of disco balls and stripper poles in the late afternoon, the space was an empty canvas. We installed sound equipment, stages, lighting, and furniture salvaged from places that resell deconstructed movie sets. And we hung a rumpled black velvet curtain around a 700-square-foot space, gave it a musty couch and borrowed massage table and a bench covered in condoms, and called it the play space.

Writing in 1990, Rubin observed that many kinky San Francisco parties are still run with Catacombs party technology. As I learned to fist at parties formal and informal throughout the Bay Area in the early 2000s, and later in New York City and up and down the Eastern Seaboard, I have found that cozy nostalgia endures. And so does the centrality of handballing.

Times may change, but the mechanics of a great fisting party stay the same. There’s something about the extreme sports element of fisting, the physical technique combined with athletic spectacle, that makes it perfect for showing off. I can remember house parties in Oakland where I would walk past a bedroom only to be beckoned in by a casual acquaintance: Hey, she’s really open, do you wanna hold hands with me inside of her? And I would, of course, wrapping my fingers around a stranger’s fingers inside another stranger on a mattress on the floor, electroclash blaring tinnily from a burned CD, churning like the splattered cream in the 1977 Robert Mapplethorpe piece appropriately titled Double Fist Fuck.

Come with me as we venture into another room at this house party. I crouch over you, on my knees, my left hand holding me up. My right hand is a queer icon, a position on a hundred screenprinted T-shirts. The pads of my fingers pressed together, my nails short and filed. My elbow is hydraulic, my wrist dexterous, my knuckles flexing. You love being just a hole. You love for me to stake my claim in you.

I’m searching for something specific, something a breath orgasm teacher of mine named Barbara Carrellas calls the “Resilience Edge of Resistance,” a term she got from her teaching partner, Chester Mainard. She defines it as the sensation of being “awake and aware, but completely peaceful and relaxed. You want it to go on forever.”

I press you, searching for the place where you press back onto me, and I tenderize you like meat as I go. You are impaled on me, and every movement I make feels a thousand times larger than reality. I twist my knuckles. I pulse. I tug. I undulate. I open my hand and press my fingers together. I play you like music. You yank on me, and I let you take me with you. Bear down on me and melt away.

I’ve been fucked in my holes ever since I started having sex with other people. And realizing my potential to fist others is the thing I now know was missing where that kind of default sex was concerned. I love to top, to be in the driver’s seat, to be the emcee of the show. I crave giving people what I love to get.

You don’t have to be at a fisting party to fist, but somehow, the act feels inherently exhibitionist even at its most intimate. It’s not just about me and you, or about the people voyeuring around us. In moments like these, I feel connected to the players at the Catacombs, their party technology and what my activist friend Blunt calls the technology of community. Queer pleasure makes space for everyone to fuck underground and outside the box.
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“Is that… an iridescent clit?” a man I am interviewing for a podcast asks me.

“You found it!” I joke.

And yes, the sticker on my water bottle is artist Sophia Wallace’s depiction of the real and underappreciated form of the clitoris. I wish it were recognizable enough to be more obscene.

In order to understand some of the reasons why fisting feels so good, we need to demystify some pelvic anatomy, remapping the pleasure potential of certain glands and organs and arousal reactions. Wallace’s graphic icon helps us to think about the clit in an entirely new way: in her depiction, it tellingly looks like a little alien creature, something not of this world. It has two swollen legs, a hooked head, and long pointy arms. The arms look like they’re ready to either fly away or hug you. Sometimes they’re depicted as buzzing lightning bolts. What we usually think of as the clit is the head of that creature, hood up, protecting the glans’s electric concentration of nerve endings, which respond to taps and rubs and vibrations and sometimes smashing.

Inside a body, the clit creature’s bulbous legs straddle the vaginal canal. They’re made of erectile tissue, so when they swell during arousal, they press on the swollen vagina, which presses back. With a fist inside, the engorged clitoral legs get to ride the cunt like a mechanical bull.

Wallace’s art employs this image, for the purpose of what she calls “cliteracy,” through stencils, neon signs, sculpture, prints, and more. Her work to spread an icon of anatomy has been undoubtedly good for pleasure education.
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Some more myth-busting about vaginaliv anatomy: the g-spot exists. Squirting is not pissing. Internal cumming is not inherently superior to clitoral cumming. It’s very stupid that there’s still debate about these things.

The Gräfenberg spot, commonly referred to as the g-spot, is the area where the urethral sponge—a collection of tissue insulating the duct that urine passes through as it leaves the bladder—presses against the vaginal wall. Perhaps part of the explanation for why the g-spot is so elusive to medical professionals is that it’s an anatomical aspect that shifts during the course of arousal, so it’s more experiential than categorizable. Another possible explanation is this: close to the urethral opening is the Skene’sv gland, which engorges with seminal fluid during arousal. When the surrounding muscles contract—say, during an orgasm—that seminal fluid can be released through the vaginal opening in the form of dripping, gushing, or—if the squeezing is sufficiently strong—ejaculation. It’s not that surprising that heteronormative institutional concepts of the body, and how it behaves when it’s horny, would dismiss this process that has nothing to do with patriarchal vitality or breeding, only with the pleasure and release of the circluder.

So, how can you find this elusive g-spot? Hold out your hand and make a come hither motion with your pointer and middle finger. Now imagine you’re inserting those fingers into a vagina, curving the finger pads up and back. If you’re imagining inserting your hand into your own front hole, hook your fingers down and back into yourself, knuckles facing out and down, as if your hole is a mouth and you’re gently scraping peanut butter off the roof. That’s the best way to explore the existence and response of the g-spot.

The prostate,vi a gland analogous to the urethral sponge, can be touched through the rectum wall at what’s called the prostate spot, or p-spot. The more you explore the insides of bodies, the more you see how similar we all are, regardless of identities or superficial anatomical differences.

Once you feel the walnut-like texture of the g-spot or p-spot, you can experiment with the kinds of sensations it likes. Unlike the nerves of external genitalia, which tend to respond to friction, to a tongue’s wet tease and denial, or to the pulse of a vibrator, the g-spot and p-spot respond to pressure. This is part of the reason why fisting is so wonderful for g-spot stimulation and vaginal ejaculation: that feeling of fullness of a fist inside you, as you bear down on something hard, something that doesn’t have a lot of give, can be a very pleasurable part of circlusion.

My friend and colleague sex-ed facilitator Corey More coined the term sponge play to describe g-spot and p-spot stimulation when we were both teaching workshops at a Manhattan sex shop circa 2019. What I find so clever about this term is that it’s more specific than spot and also emphasizes the parts of the body that are analogous regardless of gender assignment. In other words, it’s a way of mapping an anatomy of pleasure over function, which has been part of the project of queering sex for a very long time.

Muffing is a term introduced by Mira Bellwether in her momentous 2010 zine Fucking Trans Women to describe, in her words, “the act of being fucked in one or both of my inguinal canals.” The inguinal canals, which she calls her cunts, are located on either side of the genitalia, and are more like pockets than holes. Bellwether and trans women like her who had not yet had or were choosing not to have bottom surgery devised this clever way to circlude from the front.

Mira also had beautiful things to say about pleasuring a soft penis, regardless of the gender identity of the person it’s attached to.


I am of the opinion that playing with a soft penis shouldn’t be treated like a sort of runner-up activity to the various things you can do with an erect one.… So, our bodies can be soft bodies.… We should make a commitment to noticing the parts of us that are soft and respecting them. We should make a practice of enjoying both the hard and soft parts, and the fact that they frequently alternate. Muscles work in groups and some are always at rest, unflexed, soft. Our flesh is soft. It is beautiful soft. It is sexy-soft. It is soft enough already and never not hard enough. Soft is pretty. Soft is sexy. Soft is beautiful.5



On the topic of rethinking the role and expectations of the penis in sex, let’s talk about sounding, which is the practice of inserting a dilating rod into the urethra. When performed for medical purposes of urological surgery, the goal of sounding is usually the removal of an obstruction in the urethra or bladder. As we know from our experiences with the rectum, penetrating the body’s waste management tubes can be a wonderful way to play with power and pleasure. Sounding has so much erotic appeal, especially for those who are into medical fetish play, or MedFet. The reappropriation of pragmatic tools for hedonistic purposes. The precision, the delicacy, the wonders of what an aroused body can do. Penetrating places that the heteronormative imagination forbids, whether it’s fucking a cock’s piss hole or entering the urethra instead of the vagina through the vulva.

For one more look at queer genital creativity, I recommend a short film called Docking (2019) by the Canadian filmmaker Trevor Anderson. In a satire of Star Wars, a spaceship-sized penis travels in extreme close-up across the screen. Slowly, we see that another penis is approaching from a distance. The two cocks touch, glans to glans, and the foreskin of one creeps over the other. Eventually, the two become one, floating in outer space. In what is essentially an elaborately staged pun on the sex act where the foreskin of one penis is pulled over another penis, Anderson’s film demonstrates imaginative ways that penises can circlude each other.
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Hands are the perfect sex organ. They have sensitive nerve endings that feel, but less urgently so than genitals. They carry less gender baggage than other body parts. We use hands to grab what we want, caress what we adore, precisely create what we want in our lives. We use them to please and gratify and learn and explore ourselves and the world around us.

I’m not trying to convince you that hands are better than penises. A penis is warm, smooth, and soft to the touch. It’s very ego gratifying to see and feel just how obvious a penis is about being pleased in response to exciting stimulation. It makes you want to clap your hands together in delight and squeal, “Is that for me?!”

I’ve absolutely always wanted a penis, to feel an organ emerging directly from my carnality, out of my hips and circluded by the object of my lust. Something connected to my nervous system that can bring my partner pleasure while my limbs are wrapped around them, my hips and torso grinding them, my mouth able to kiss their face and neck.

We do not need to dismiss the penis in order to emphasize the wonders of fisting. What needs to change is the idea that good sex lives or dies by the presence of a hard cock. There’s so much counterproductive anxiety and pressure placed on boners. The point of most cis-heterosexual intercourse when people are trying to be good lovers is preventing the penis from coming too quickly and encouraging the vagina (including the clitoris) to cum quicker. Ejaculation is seen as rendering the penis mostly useless for penetration until it can go through a refractory period, which lasts an average of half an hour. Due to what we’re taught or not taught, many people are only interested in continuing sex if an erection can be involved. This is where a fist can be an addition, rather than substitute for or threat, to the cock. You could use your cock to warm up a hole, then guide your fist in there, then pump it with your cock a few times, then cum, then fist it some more during your refractory period, then get hard and stick it in again.

If you have an attached penis and you enjoy putting it inside your cock-hungry partners, by all means, enjoy the messages your nerve endings send to your brain! If you’re that cock gobbler, by all means, enjoy worshipping and pleasing dicks. I applaud you.

Boners can absolutely be a crucial part of great sex for the people attached to them and the people who love them, but we have to admit they’re not really built to be the central element of modern, pleasure-based, sensual intimacy.

Having expounded on the wonders of fisting, I want to be clear it shouldn’t be treated as some sort of competitive sexual achievement. At different times of the month, in eras of your life defined by exploration or grief, through various stages of hormone or medication influence, with different partners, you might be happiest circluding a single finger, a small butt plug, a tongue. Ultimately, sex is not a game where bigger is always better.

One of the many wonderful things about queer sex is that without a heteronormative default setting dictating our goals and limitations, we get to write our own scripts.

Thinking back to my discovery of the word fisting through Blue Velvet, the thing that strikes me the most is how that film uses the suggestion of fisting to dramatize abusive impotence. In contrast, everything I’ve learned and experienced about handballing is about trust, friendship, mutual pleasure, technique, patience, grease, and love. Nowadays, I’ll spend a typical Saturday afternoon tuning in to a video broadcast from a friend’s dungeon in Philadelphia, where sex worker friends of mine instruct and then explicitly demonstrate how to fist someone in both holes simultaneously. As they warm up their demo bottom, enormous grins of comradery spread across all of their faces like melted Crisco.

Footnotes

i This gig also made me wonder: if people other than cis men were socially encouraged to get jerked off and scrubbed down by hotties as a midday break, we would probably be relaxed enough to run the world too.

ii Throughout this book, I have always—and will continue to—undermine/d that bias. For example, a dominant might train a service sub to spank her, turning that sadomasochistic exchange into an act of worship. A dominant Master can be a sexual bottom, a submissive can enjoy fetishistic attention to her feet, a switch or vers can flip any script within a scene, and so on.

iii If you, too, are feeling curious, I recommend reading the poppers page on the harm reduction site Dance Safe, which has nonjudgmental facts about potential risks, especially since poppers are not legally regulated in the United States.

iv Throughout this book, I do my best to use language that is both as accurate and inclusive as possible. Here I want to acknowledge that you might not use the word vagina to describe your own anatomy, but I hope this information can still be helpful with the proper linguistic adjustments.

v Hopefully one day we’ll rename all of these parts after something other than male gynecologists, but I’m including the current names in the interest of precision.

vi The prostate is most commonly found in the bodies of people who are assigned male at birth, but some intersex and trans people also have them, so this isn’t really about being “male-bodied” or a “penis owner.” If you don’t know whether you or your partners have a prostate, I recommend looking into it!
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CHAPTER FIVE

Cash
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“I get turned on by three things: feeling desired, having power over people, and exercising that power for my own amusement. Findom ticks all three of those boxes. When I drain a sub, their desire is palpable, and the power exchange is tangible. Their power slips away from them, bit by bit, dollar by dollar, with every *ching* I hear from my payment app, or better yet, with every rustle of a bill laid at my feet. The best part is that the very act of parting with their cash, every taunt, or encouragement, takes them deeper into sub space. It makes them more excited to do it again, the loop is self perpetuating, repeating until the sub is quite literally spent.”

– Z, pro-domme since 2004 (now retired), “filthy pervert,” she/her
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“Doesn’t money make you horny?” J.Lo asks the gawking new girl at the strip club as she struts offstage clutching a literal armful of bills.

She’s playing a veteran dancer named Ramona, who knows better than to think that a stripper has to be turned on by her own routine, high off her own supply. So is she referring to their patrons, to how hot it makes them to make it rain? Or is she channeling the security and opulence that cash represents into an erotic spectacle that generates more cash?

Jennifer Lopez has just made a superstar entrance into the 2019 film Hustlers: a dancer, singer, and actress embodying a character who sweats hard for class mobility and respect. Her routine is to Fiona Apple’s 1996 alt-rock hit “Criminal,” a deliberately against-type choice for an entertainer who rose to fame making R&B music in that same era. If I could’ve thrown dollar bills at her from the movie theater, I would have.

In iridescent silver, Ramona teases as she undresses. She tosses a daddy cap aside, whips off a sequined jacket, and spends the rest of the scene in a fringe-and-rhinestone g-string bodysuit that Lopez was reportedly sewn into before shooting. On the pole, she inverts, her long shiny hair swinging. On her hands and knees, she body rolls her famous ass at the cheering crowd. She manages to make motorboating her tits in patrons’ faces seem both tough and elegant. On her back, she does the splits and clacks! her 9-inch Pleaser brand heels against the stage on the piano upbeat, an incredibly satisfying move that made me gasp in the theater just as it does every time in the club. She writhes in the cash men are throwing, rubbing it all over herself like Scrooge McDuck diving into a vault of gold coins. Later, on the roof during a cigarette break, she will offer the new girl maternal shelter under her fur coat, another sign of status and success.

When Ramona is onstage, she is providing something her audience wants, that J.Lo fans also want: a show. A feat of physical talent, and also a beautiful woman who precisely defines the terms of what you have to do to enjoy her naked body, to expect her to behave as if she can’t think of anyone else she’d rather spend time with.

“It’s the most honest business these guys have done all day,” Ramona says of the Wall Street bros who bring their dirty money to her stages and champagne rooms.

Based on a true story, Hustlers takes place in 2007. The subprime mortgage crisis—the American Great Recession where predatory lending led the housing bubble to burst and the stock market to fall—hits in the film’s second act.

Once the recession guts their income, the strippers figure if they’re going to do the time of being stigmatized, they might as well do the crime associated with their profession, namely the crimes of fraud and embezzlement. Ramona and her colleagues are galvanized to start drugging clients and maxing out their credit cards. The movie isn’t perfect, but it doesn’t confuse the labor of stripping with the harm of fleecing. These antiheroes are careless with delicate men. Hustlers has a point to make about the carceral consequences faced by these working-class women of color contrasted with the lack of accountability for the wealthy white men—employees of banks, hedge funds, investment and insurance companies—whose greed caused a global economic fiasco.

I saw the movie opening weekend with a group of sex workers around my age. At the bar afterward, we discussed how it was the first time we had seen that particular era of our working lives portrayed in a period piece.

Watching the cash flutter around Lopez, I thought of a New York Times Magazine article I had been chewing on since I first read it back in 2017: “Should We Trash Cash?” in which economist John Lanchester imagines an America where high-denomination bank notes are phased out of the economy (the government of India had recently experimented with a similar strategy to eliminate “black money,” i.e., cash earned through criminal activity).

Lanchester points out that without power checks on the state, the central bank, and the banking system, people cannot create their own financial security. Anyone who has ever worked in an informal economy like sex work or the service industry, keeping earnings under our mattresses, in our boots, or in a safe disguised as an encyclopedia, knows that the system is rigged against us. Government and corporations will not look out for us as a reward for reporting our earnings to them.i

“Cash is one of the few ways in which ordinary citizens can enjoy a tiny taste of the freedom, privacy and security that the rich take as their due,”1 Lanchester concludes, sounding a hell of a lot like a stripper.

As someone who has experienced not one but two “once in a generation” economic crises before hitting middle age, and who has thrived in informal economies for most of that time, I’m more than a bit cynical when it comes to trusting the system. If we attribute upstanding civil morality with keeping things on the books, it’s no wonder that cash is associated with naughty behavior and therefore eros.

Economy has always been inextricable from sexuality, even outside of the sex industry. Take the institution of marriage, for example, which has long negotiated exchanges of both wealth and intimacy. Greed and lust drive most of us toward goals both frivolous and significant. So, it’s no surprise that our late-capitalist landscape, with its stark income stratification and the information saturation of the internet, has given us a new phase of cash fetishism called financial domination.
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Financial domination is a distinctly twenty-first-century manifestation of a dynamic that has existed since humans were capable of trade.

A Financial Dominant (FinDom) enjoys being given money not just for the ordinary reasons most people like to feel their wallets fattening, but for the intrinsic experience of receiving it from a submissive. The financial submissive (finsub) releases money simply for the pleasure of parting with it and knowing it’s now in the FinDom’s hands. In financial domination (findom), the transaction itself is the satisfaction.

Online findomming has been a topic of fascination in mainstream media since at least 2013. In the most popular and visible iteration, a femme dominatrix demands money and luxurious gifts from submissive men. Financial power play can involve any gender in any role as long as money is being used as a tool, but the audacity of a disenfranchised class controlling the means of a privileged class animates most dominatrix-style findom interactions. Erotic irony demands an inversion of the overwhelming gender disparity of economic power.

The beautifully realized fantasy of financial domination is that the FinDom’s existence is so valuable that she is entitled to a continuous spontaneous influx of payment, while the sub is so fundamentally worthless that he doesn’t deserve anything he has. His wealth is an unnatural accident, a social mistake. Value flowing through a man’s life and directly into a woman’s coffers restores order to the universe, righting an ancient wrong. He must be drained until he is spent.

The Financial Dominatrix maintains payment processor handles like $RichBrat or $PamperedPrincess or $SpoiltKiss, along with online shopping wishlists that demonstrate her taste in expensive jewelry and fine cuisine and sometimes even practical items from the hardware store. A potential admirer might send a “tribute” (of cash or a gift from a wishlist), a term emphasizing the devotional nature of their desire.

The FinDom demands money and expects assets: it’s all about the power to deserve everything money can buy, whether that’s a material good, an experience, or liberation from a conventional work schedule. She is being paid for having, or performing, the audacity to behave as if she’s going to get every last thing that she wants.

A FinDom–finsub relationship is often a parasocial one, like an ordinary fanboy sending a letter to a larger-than-life celebrity diva. The sub perceives the Dom as an unattainably glamorous, cool, powerful, and rare being. His life purpose is to make her existence easier and more pleasurable through no-strings-attached funding. The tribute is one way he can gain her attention, feel like a part of her fantasy world, even for a fleeting moment. The mystery of how she’ll react to the tribute is part of the dangerous ride; she might give him a supercilious pat on the head, abuse and demean him, or simply ignore him.

The most significant and widespread misunderstanding of this exchange is that the FinDom is getting something for nothing. In actuality, the finsub is paying for a service—it’s just not a service with a clear price tag. One way of conceptualizing this is that the finsub is buying attention, a feeling of connection to someone he worships, peace of mind that he’s not hoarding wealth. Meanwhile, the FinDom is selling access to her persona, a performance or demonstration of confident entitlement. But putting it in commerce terms misses the real point of the fetish. Within the bounds of findom fantasy, no one is at work. The Dom wishes to receive. The sub wishes to give. That is their compatibility. Once the money is sent, the terms of the contract are complete.

Clickbait headlines for service pieces covering the findom phenom tend to hinge on incredulity that it’s too good to be true (“My Stint as a Financial Dominatrix Taught Me Free Money Isn’t All It Seems”), as well as handwringing over the “addiction” it supposedly causes (“Free Yourself from Cash Slavery”), confusion about it being a scam (“How to Spot Real and Fake Financial Domination”), and fears about the exploitation of subs who give more than they can afford (“I get turned on by giving women money—but now I’m £20k in debt”). This discourse only proves that money is an extremely loaded and divisive topic, which is exactly why it turns people on.

Even when cash fetishism is not explicitly about heterosexual relations, it still carries the association with, and usually a twisting of, masculine and feminine market value.

Under capitalism, we consider certain material goods and commercial services to be worthy of free market monetary exchange. Meanwhile, we undervalue labor associated with women—especially caregiving and domestic cleaning—as “natural” functions rather than a valuable and vital aspect of our economic ecosystem. Financial domination exposes this lie, giving invisible labor a shape by pouring opaque pleasure all over it like liquid latex. This form of fetishism grants enormous value to female attention by manifesting a system where money can be exchanged for the mere possibility of that attention. At the same time, findom exposes the patriarchal fear that men are only worthwhile as providers, not fully emotional members of their families. A “pay piggie” giving a tribute to a FinDom proves that he possesses something valuable to her. The humiliation of the exchange may be that earning and giving his money to the Dom is “all he’s good for” but erotic irony means that the exchange itself proves he is good for something.

A money fetish is simultaneously materialistic in nature and an affront to the entire premise of the marketplace. It’s one way that sexual fantasy can help us cope with systems of power by fucking around with the symbols of those systems in order to find them out. Financial domination is an inversion of the board game Monopoly, which plays with fake paper but real capitalist rules. In findom, the money is real and the rules are made up as the players go along.
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Ultimately, financial domination is about playing with what makes a human feel worthwhile, or worthless, as the case may be. Since everyone has an emotional relationship to money moves—earning it, spending it, stealing it, hoarding it, gifting it, flaunting it, budgeting it, inheriting it—financial power play can accentuate many different styles of kink.

Humiliation—the intense feeling of lowering someone or being lowered on a social hierarchy—is a key psychological component for many people who play with money. Which is why Princess Kali, the founder of video on-demand education site Kink Academy, devoted an entire chapter to findom in her book, Enough to Make You Blush.

Kali defines erotic humiliation as “taking a ‘real world’ thing/word/action which we commonly understand as ‘humiliating’ and recontextualizing it as erotic play by adding a layer of acceptance, appreciation, and mutual enjoyment.”2 This manifests in the popular terms for finsubs that reduce them to objects with a single function: pay pigs, human ATMs, walking wallets. Like any kind of objectification play, the appeal lies in taking pressure off complex human existence, providing clear guidance on what to do to make your FinDom (and yourself) happy. A wallet is a closed-off private space, and Kali demonstrates how you can talk dirty about invasion, demanding access to “cold hard cash,” instructing a sub to “spread that wallet wide open” so she can stroke the plastic cards and folds of the bills inside.

Just like any other kink, there are dabblers and then there are lifestylers. A FinDom may control every aspect of a finsub’s finances. She may push the edge, telling him to send more and more. Some Doms demand more than a sub can reasonably give. So it is with romance. Kinks do not solve human fallacy, although they may help us to manage them more bluntly.

While the most sensational financial fantasy involves ruining men’s lives, Kali points out that money control can be entirely altruistic. She gives suggestions for using money as a tool of lifestyle domination and submission, where the scene bleeds over into real life. A Dom might put a sub on a controlled budget with sexual positive reinforcement for good behavior, conditioning him away from impulsive spending. A submissive might present a tribute to his Dom at the same time every month, either to pay for something practical like a utility bill or something indulgent like designer shoes or first-class travel. While the thrill of findom is often the chaos, being organized doesn’t have to detract from the excitement.

There are endless role-play archetypes that make sense with findom. The bratty dominant girlfriend, an amplification of the Material Girl, is a popular style in self-produced clip store porn where performers sell videos of themselves talking directly into the camera. With refreshing rudeness, the Material Girl tells the viewer she’s going to use his credit card for whatever she wants—the more frivolous, the better. She is free from the social constraints of being polite, indulging in the very same entitlement that men often take for granted.

Money control is a good fit for blackmail role-play. In a blackmail scene, the Dom has some damning information on the sub, and can threaten to expose him unless he does whatever she wants. The psychological structure of blackmail is so versatile because it’s a formula that customizes excitement no matter what details you plug in. It’s like a sexual Mad Lib of conditional probabilities: IF you don’t buy me a house, THEN I’ll email your boss incriminating photos of our last session together WHICH I took without your consent. Vulnerability on top of violation on top of tease and denial.

Exhibitionism and voyeurism also pair well with findom. The sub wants to be regarded by the Dom; money opens up a channel of connection. Many subs enjoy carrying shopping bags, being marched to a high-traffic ATM, or seeing a screenshot of their payment processor on a Dom’s social media.

The sub can even be deliberately cuckolded, “forced” to pay for a lifestyle where a Dom freely fucks other people who truly know how to satisfy her sexually. He might have to sit in the corner and watch her cum over and over, while being reminded that all he’s good for is paying for the hotel room and the bottle of Moët & Chandon.

One of my favorite fictional stories of financial power play—one that wiggles out of gender conventions—is from the New York City vignette show High Maintenance. In an episode called “Payday,” Margaret Cho and Hye Yun Park play a queer couple named Doc and Ayasha who indulge in group kidnapping scenes, ropes, floggers, and strap-ons. They use their phones to play a kinky game, which we see in gleeful montage.

Doc texts “Can I book you tonight?” and then offers Ayasha “$50 to just come in my mouth.” We hear a ka-ching! sound effect. A Venmo transaction pops up on the screen with the label tongue emoji, taco emoji, wet emoji, $50. Later, it’s $175 for lip zip, tennis ball, puppy emoji, closely followed by the sight of Doc in a leather puppy fetish hood chasing a ball. Doc pays for threesomes, anal, and all kinds of debauchery.

The fun comes to a halt, however, when Ayasha tries to flip the power exchange and pay Doc for sex. Their real-life money anxieties quickly spiral into a fight.

“Why can’t you let me take care of you?” Doc pleads, paternalistically suggesting Ayasha should save her paycheck. Doc, who is slightly older and more financially solvent, thought she was stealthily gifting her partner extra digital cash. But Ayasha thought of it as “play money” and never even transferred the funds to her actual bank account. They didn’t explicitly agree to the terms of what was real and what was fantasy, which is a mistake when you’re playing with something as emotionally charged as money. Ayasha is embarrassed about being dependent on what she sees as her partner’s charity. Doc insists that giving the money is a turn-on, purring the double entendre, “It’s so hot when you take it.”

Their fight is resolved when Ayasha, grinning, calls Doc on her bluff, sending a Venmo request of $100 for “putting up with your shit.”

The episode is a beautiful dramatization of how turning loaded topics like money into sex games helps build intimacy and understanding through metaphor. It’s also a reminder of the reality check that can happen when erotic humiliation becomes nonconsensual embarrassment. Ultimately, it’s about money as a highly charged token like a gold coin that can be played with just like any other toy. The token can mean attention, or bonding, or security, or pride, or dependence, or care, or the free time to think of anything other than how to acquire enough gold coins to pay rent. Eye contact with an attractive go-go dancer, intimacy between partners, the tax breaks and life insurance double indemnities that come along with marriage contracts: these things turn people on as much as whips and chains.ii
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Findom rose to prominence at the same time the internet was changing grassroots political messaging forever. The hashtag #GiveYourMoneyToWomen, a movement founded by dominatrixes Bardot Smith and Yeoshin Lourdes along with prison abolitionist Lauren Chief Elk-Young Bear, not only brought attention to wage disparity and invisible labor but also offered a clear-eyed solution through a practical directive. Give money to women and expect nothing in return. Or acknowledge that they are collecting on what you’ve already systemically taken from them.

One way of looking at findom is as a sexually charged version of a political reckoning that places a high price on undervalued, invisible labor. Childcare, elder care, nourishing plants and pets, cleaning clothes and floors, meal planning and prepping, active listening: these are all domestic forms of labor that women are expected to do naturally. The FinDom says, “I’m coming to collect for all of the hours I’ve already put in.”

Black feminist sex workers have taken an even more specific and historically resonant approach to economic justice. White men giving their money to Black Doms is about much more than sending a tribute and getting off on expecting nothing in return. It’s about starting to take responsibility for the legacy of slavery and colonialism. It’s about admitting culpability in white supremacy. It’s about, as Rihanna put it in “Bitch Better Have My Money,” paying what you owe (and not acting like you forgot). Submissives don’t need to consciously understand that their money is performing this function, but some sex workers have taken it upon themselves to make race education a part of the erotic exchange.

Mistress Velvet was a Chicago-based Black dominatrix and beloved community organizer who got a lot of media attention for assigning their clients Black feminist theory, including Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (2007) by Audre Lorde, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (2020) by Michelle Alexander, The Black Body in Ecstasy: Reading Race, Reading Pornography (2014) by Jennifer Nash, and The Color of Kink: Black Women, BDSM, and Pornography (2016) by Adriene Cruz. Velvet’s reasoning was: if white clients were going to idolize or even fetishize them for their embodiment of Black femininity, then these men needed to understand the historical roots of their desire. Velvet described this dynamic as “a form of emotional reparations.”

In a livestream recorded for the professional dominatrix–run education site 7 Days of Domination, Mistress Velvet explains their theory of “Black Femme Domming & the Art of Reparations,” including the healing power of pleasure:


Reparations are broadly understood as compensation given for abuse or injury.… I demand my clients are paying reparations.… Anything that we are doing to get past the pain and trauma of something we’ve experienced. A lot of that has to be material reparations… giving of land to folks, giving money to folks. We are also owed the right to move beyond the generational trauma that we’re experiencing because of oppression.… That comes through emotional healing, intellectual healing. And that comes through pleasure. I go into the dungeon and I get to be this archetype of a woman and of a Black person, where I’m in power and getting paid and having someone submit to me.… I deserve care, and we don’t get care inherently under capitalism. We are as dominatrixes creating these spaces where we are cared for by our submissives.… Especially in the race play I do.… People who look like my oppressor… pay my rent. Provide me with pleasure. What kind of individual reparations can we be getting as we’re also fighting for systemic reparations.… I’m trying to get reparations because it’s something that I’m owed. My white male submissive[s] are in a constant perpetual state of owing us. They are in debt.3



Expanding on the idea of individual reparations, Velvet describes the systemic ways they inspired their clients to hire more Black people in their everyday lives, put more Black people on the boards of their companies. One client reportedly created a nonprofit to support single Black mothers on Chicago’s South Side.

Tragically, Velvet passed away in 2021, but the legacy of their theory lives on. That same year, Mistress Marley, a New York City–based FinDom, posted a picture of herself on Twitter brandishing a wooden paddle emblazoned with the word Reparations.

Marley took a white man on a leash to her college homecoming for a paid public humiliation session. After an online commenter mislabeled him as a sugar daddy, Marley posted, “That’s not my sugar daddy, it’s my sub lol he pays for me to control him.” If a dominant gives money to a submissive, it symbolizes care: You are dependent on me, I’m taking care of you.

Some sugar daddy–baby relationships can be like this, the power emphasized by the age play inherent in the slang for such arrangements, and in terms like generous and allowance. But FinDoms aren’t dependent on finsubs, at least not in the fantasy conception of the arrangement. As implied by the honorific, a sugar “daddy” takes care of someone’s financial needs or keeps them in a certain lifestyle. Sex and companionship are negotiated in a sugar arrangement, but there’s no inherently prescribed power roles. But, by giving money, the sugar daddy holds power over the sugar baby who needs money. Findom takes the same act—a man giving money to a woman—and changes the meaning so the receiver is the one with power: just one more fetish manifestation of the concept of circlusion.

Mistress Marley is also a fashion designer who sells shirts featuring an illustration of a Black hand with pink nails, palm up, demanding a stack of specifically notated $10,000 in bills from a hand that is so white it’s gray. In pink letters matching the nails, the shirt declares this to be an act of REPARATIONS.
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As digital spaces comprise more of our daily communication and commerce, as wealth disparity becomes more stratified and late-stage capitalism distorts our sense of security, fetish dynamics are bound to emerge in the online marketplace.

Another distinctly twenty-first-century fetish within the BDSM realm is for tech power exchange. Tech doms have the skills to reach remotely into devices and hard drives where there are limitless opportunities to take control over someone’s life. But you don’t really need to be a hacker to understand that our private property is becoming more exposed as public personhood.

A friend recently gifted me Apple Cash, which prompted me to set up the Wallet app in my phone. I can now use it to buy coffee or fill up my gas tank. The same phone I use to call my mom, and promote this book on social media, and track my menstrual cycle, and send nudes to people I’m dating, and route myself home when I have no fucking clue where I am.

Contemplating these connections, I’m not surprised our digital transactions are starting to get their wires crossed.

As we adapt to new rituals, waving cards in the air over tablets at checkout, pressing the 20 percent tip button on the screen, as Venmo becomes a verb (as in “I’ll get the tickets and you can just Venmo me”), as we crowdfund for the surgeries our insurance doesn’t cover or the projects a gatekeeping media corporation won’t distribute, as we post Cash App handles to collect mutual aid and bail funds, as we offer access to our Discord if you pledge our Patreon so you can talk to us whenever you want, as we print out QR codes for vendor tables at street fairs and conferences—our exchanges are becoming more abstract. That may go some way toward explaining why we’re seeking erotic embodiments of these interactions.

Material value, and all the emotional questions that go along with it—Can I afford this? Do I deserve this? What will this purchase say about me? Will I have buyer’s remorse? Am I being manipulated into thinking I want this?—is increasingly measured in immaterial ways.

There’s less flipflipflip of cash being dispensed at the ATM, less signing your name in ink, less of that iron smell of metal commingling with body oils when emptying your piggy bank into the Coinstar machine, less aggressive bang of the register drawer against your stomach, less folding of bills so they all face the same direction.

Now, value dances around our heads along with Wi-Fi signals and 5G and television transmissions. Money moves in pulses across networks and operating systems, zinging along cables and through the air, numbers changing instantly in our online banking portal. Our wallets don’t swell with accumulation of currency we can touch, but appear as account numbers on a glowing screen. Cash may be going the way of compact discs, just as sexting may be replacing hookups.

Whatever form of energy money takes, our lust follows. We like numbers changing shape on an app screen for the same reason we love dead presidents on pieces of paper: because we collaborate on their meaning. Money is always symbolic: of power, of security, of what it can be exchanged for, what it can be used to acquire. Money can buy survival, the basic needs of shelter, sustenance, health care. It can also be used to buy things that bring us pleasure: passage, prettier things to look at, a connoisseur’s collection we can be proud of. It can be used to accentuate our physical selves, adorn our bodies, mold our appearance. And when we collaborate one-on-one with the meaning of money—on what, precisely, is being exchanged—we generate intimacy.

Surviving is sexy. Thriving is sexy. We want to have these things, we want to be able to give them, to provide them for others. The choice of how we spend our money—what we value—can show care, can make us feel known, can assert control. And so we can see how all these things are wrapped up in eros too. You certainly don’t need to be rich to be good at sex (it might even be a hindrance), but without sex and love, what good is money?
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Many sex work clients want to think about money as little as possible. They want a “girlfriend experience,” in which case part of the job is helping them believe they could get what they’re paying for without having to pay for it. But some people want to bring cash from the subtext to the text.

One of my first BDSM clients, years before findom became popular on social media, was a Québécois who went by the name Jean the Spy. He liked to hire several girls at a time to interrogate and torture him for “information.”

The first time I saw Jean, my coworker explained to me that we wouldn’t get our tribute until after the session. I objected to the game at first: as a rule, I want the money upfront, the topic out of the way. I don’t take kindly to the suggestion that if I botch the game, I don’t get paid. It’s the same reason I don’t like clients who ask me to “think about being mad at my boyfriend” while I’m kicking them in the balls: it’s an invasion of my motivations. I’m great at upselling more hours, more cameos, more extras from the menu, but I don’t like to haggle on the price of my time. I want to know how much I’m making for what service and dig in from there. The value is the value; how much you want or have got to spend is up to you. But Jean had a genial enough attitude that I agreed to make an exception.

Sessions with Jean turned out to be comfortingly formulaic. We would leave him alone in the dungeon room for five minutes while he squirreled away “intelligence documents,” like an uncle hiding the afikomen during Passover. Then we would barge through the door, screaming at him to surrender the location of the “information.” We’d tie him to a chair, sensually seducing what we wanted out of him.

After fifteen minutes, he’d sigh, “Okay, okay, you got me.” The documents were under a cushion in the human-sized cage. One of us would stomp over to the cage to find… half of the session fee in crisp twenty-dollar bills.

“This is only part of what we require! It’s useless without the rest of it!” I’d allow the rage to rise in my voice. The plot thickened, and so did Jean’s cock. We’d electrocute his nipples, hold a knife to his throat.

“Stop, please, I’ll tell you!” Jean gasped. “It’s in the medical device drawer.”

And yet, right there next to the clamps and weights and chastity devices and Wartenberg wheels were only a few more bills. This is when I started to get into it. The session fee was the scene’s MacGuffin, a plot device. In that moment, I could appreciate that Jean was absolutely right: it was more fun that the sex game’s prop was imbued with the metacontext of reality.

The torture would then increase. We threatened him with waterboarding, with mutilation, revealing we knew where his loved ones lived. Finally, he gave up the location of a generous tip inside a leather gimp hood, and the scene was complete.

Jean was not strictly a findom client, but he understood the power of currency as prop. It was fun to find our session fee, and over time, I grew to trust that he was never using the game as an excuse to be cheap. He was on to something: the realness of the cash made the play more exciting. The money Jean paid us became the material of his fantasy. He could have hidden any prop, imbued anything with the magic of symbolism. But the cash was right there, potent, full of motivating possibilities. In the fantasy world of the dungeon, only the session fee was really real.

Money, as Cyndi Lauper sang, changes everything. Some sex work harnesses the dynamics of financial domination. Some findomming is sex work. Some FinDoms wouldn’t consider themselves sex workers, and some sex workers don’t consider FinDoms to be their colleagues. Some lifestyle kinky people who like to play with money distance themselves from sex workers, emphasizing the money as a means of consensual control, not commerce. Most attempts to differentiate between sexual labor and money fetishism involve judgment where there could be solidarity.

In a sense, financial domination is the fetishization of sex work itself.

These controversies all arise from whorephobia and can best be understood by mapping what the sex worker rights movement critically calls “the whorearchy.”
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Sadly, this portmanteau whorearchy doesn’t stand for whore anarchy, which, while fun to imagine, would be something else entirely. It refers to a sex work hierarchy, which can be most clearly understood along the lines of class stratification and hegemonic systems. The whorearchy also reinforces the relationship of sexual value (especially of women) to purity, virtue, and respectability.

To put it simply: the further you are from social stigma and the threat of criminalization, the higher you stand on the whorearchy.

So, at the top, we have high-class escorts, the type who work out of five-star hotels, who are likely to be slender, white, able-bodied,iii and conversant in “educated” conversation, with the implication that they have the mobility to move out of this line of work untainted once they tire of it.

We might even include sluts and other sexually experienced people adjacent to or higher than this level, as well as people whose profession engages in sexuality but is not strictly sex work: sex therapists, journalists who write about sex, pleasure-product business owners, and lingerie models, for example, who know what proximity to whorephobia feels like. Sugaring is dependent on class factors but is generally defined by the privilege to pretend it isn’t actually sex work at all.

Next down on the rung is fetish and fantasy workers, mostly because we generally don’t have conventional intercourse with our clients. This only reinforces the cis-het idea of what “real” sex is. Findom falls around here partially due to the controversy over whether it’s sex work at all. An online FinDom has plausible deniability that she was doing sex work, which gives her social mobility. Then again, she has to deal with more internalized and horizontal whorephobia than the average fetish worker.

Then you have pornographers, people who make content that the law protects to a certain degree, who mostly interact with other pornographers as opposed to paying clients. Phone sex operators, cam models, and other technology-mediated entertainers are located around here as well. Some dancers and live entertainers may be higher on the whorearchy if they work in upscale clubs.

On the bottom of the hierarchy, there are strippers, massage workers, and street workers who have to deal with all kinds of trashy dehumanizing stereotypes. All of these jobs are likely to be held by disenfranchised workers: people of color, trans people, migrants, and working-class people. They bear the worst brunt of surveillance, police harassment, violence, precarious working conditions, and carceral consequences. They are also the most likely to be perceived as desperate.

All of these jobs have money, sexual desire, and power swirling around the exchanges. The whorearchy is a way of mapping how society sees different forms of sex work, but there is an insidious way in which sex workers police one another. There’s a misapprehension that contributing to the stigma of others will protect you. This makes you an asshole and it also doesn’t work.

All of this policing around what findom is and isn’t only speaks to the intensity of economic meaning, proving what the lust of findom players already tells us: economic taboos are like any other social taboo, ripe with potential for transgressive pleasure.
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As I write this book, there are two tabs open on my web browser. One, a document where I type this chapter. On another, I’m logged in and available on a website where I can make cash for chatting and talking. Someone calls me, I stalk around my apartment in a sports bra and boxer briefs, murmuring low. He wants to suck my strap-on. I ask questions, I repeat the words he likes to use, I allow the delight at making money to glaze my voice. On my laptop, I watch the software count my income. Like most software, it’s gamified to make clients less aware of how many tokens they’re spending and also to make me feel like a stoked kid at an arcade amassing rolls of tickets that can be exchanged for bigger and shinier prizes. An automated voice says his money is running low. He adds more. When he cums, I can go back to writing. The money is transferred to my bank the next day. With all due respect to the people who approved this book deal, a third of an advance is not enough to live on for the time it takes to write a book. Sex work helps. Technology-facilitated sex work that means I don’t have to rent a studio or put on deodorant helps more.

Demanding money is hard emotional labor. I seesaw between cringing at the awkwardness of expecting to be paid for my talents, then shame that I don’t value myself highly enough. The only thing that soothes this, that resolves the dialectic, is drooling over FinDoms. I don’t jerk off to FinDoms (and you know I would tell you if I did!), but I find them incredibly intoxicating. Sometimes it feels like FinDoms are fixing the world. FinDoms offer a portal to a dimension where marginalized people are entitled, where we are confident asking for higher salaries and day rates and per diems and more PTO and equity.

When I am about to negotiate a freelance rate or a contract, I hype myself up by watching FinDom clips and sending them quiet tributes. It kinda makes my head swim. The extreme brazenness of these clips bridges the gap between my socialized self-doubt, the part of me that’s content with crumbs, and the part of me that demands justice. This is not Lean In feminism or Girlboss feminism. This is a fight for equality that uses erotic fantasy as a molotov cocktail.

But there’s a precarity to advertising phone sex on the same social media platforms where I connect with editors, publicists, agents, and fans of my podcast. Phone sex clients recognize my name, the name I made for myself, and that’s good for business. Anyone else recognizes my name and that’s potentially terrible for business, not to mention my right to privacy. Financial processors distance themselves from anyone associated with the sex industry, even legal adult entertainment. A friend is denied housing because her bank statement shows income from OnlyFans. Another friend had to prove income to secure custody of her children during a divorce but fears losing custody by being outed as a whore. My work is undervalued; meanwhile, rent, vegetables, beer, live music, boots, and lipstick cost more and more and more.

An organization I work with, Hacking//Hustling, has archived reporting and community work documenting online tech platforms discriminating against sex workers. JP Morgan Chase Bank and VISA/Mastercard. Paypal and Squarecash. GoFundMe and Patreon. These and many more companies ban, shadow ban, or delete the accounts of perceived sex workers, leading to a mass deplatforming.

This is significant in two ways. First, the discrimination applies whether the work is criminalized or not. You can make adult entertainment that is perfectly legal in every way—2257 forms filed, in compliance from every angle—and yet you are still not allowed to use digital services that increasingly define how business is done.

Second, you can be banned from platforms even if you are using them for nonpornographic content if regulators define other work you have done as being in violation of their terms. When my friend Lorelei, a high-profile pornographer, rented a bus to drive fifty people from New York City to Washington, DC, for the Women’s March in 2017, they collected funding using online processors. A payment to Lorelei from their own mother to pay for her share of the bus was denied because Lorelei has made porn.

The internet is a floating marketplace. Tech platforms provide space to stay afloat. If you don’t have a platform, you cannot sell your wares. You sink to the bottom like Leo in Titanic—even though there was plenty of room on that door for both of them. As sex workers are deplatformed, we may find new ways to survive, but we are still waterlogged and freezing.

The marketplace is more than the arena where products are bought and sold: it’s marketing, the verb to market. It’s the smell of roasting meat and ripe fruit, the sound of knives being sharpened, the ambient buzz of other people’s drama. It’s invisible systems and personal tics and haggling. It’s cutting in line and helping someone take their cart down the stairs. It’s the hard work of making every person feel special, where we build security and relationships. When sex workers are deplatformed for trying to get paid, we are dehumanized, and we are less safe.
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“This whole country is a strip club. You’ve got people tossing the money, and people doing the dance,” Ramona muses at the end of Hustlers.

I missed going to strip clubs terribly during the COVID-19 pandemic. I missed skilled booty bouncing and stretchy leotards and beautiful strangers flipping their fragrant hair in my face. But mostly, I missed throwing money. I love giving my money directly to someone doing the dance. Just like many male patrons get off at least in part by being homosocial exhibitionists with their fellow bros, I enjoy being witnessed indulging in the theatrics of tipping.

The first time I returned to a reopened strip club was a friend’s birthday party at Jumbo’s Clown Room in East Hollywood, where the mirrors on the low ceiling are held up with tape, where according to the website David Lynch wrote the script for Blue Velvet. I gazed in appreciative awe as a dancer twirled to Motörhead’s “Eat the Rich.” After displaying that magical blend of strength, momentum, and nerve on the pole, she lay on the stage, shaking her legs in the air, snarkily counting a pile of ones. She gave the crowd an exaggerated, theatrical side-eye, as if to say, “Is this the best you can do?” A few whiskeys in, I bellowed at my fellow patrons, “THIS IS WHERE YOU TOSS MORE MONEY!” demonstrating the same. It seems somewhere along the line we got the wrong idea that it’s disrespectful to throw money at performers, even though those performers are working. This was the era when workers at a nearby topless bar launched a fifteen-month strike to “seize the means of seduction” and successfully created Equity Strippers Noho, the only unionized group of strippers in the US.

Thanks to the strippers in my life, and Jacqueline Frances’s zine How to Be a Feminist in a Strip Club, I’m well equipped with club etiquette. Throwing money is a sign of respect, not degradation. Set a budget ahead of time and show up with the cash you want to spend. Tip constantly if you’re sitting close to the stage. Hang back to pace yourself and give spenders space. Don’t initiate touch. And in the immortal words of Ludacris, “If you ain’t got no money, take your broke ass home.”

One of the reasons “cash is king” is that cash is unsurveilled. It passes from the burlesque dancer’s cleavage to the barista’s tip jar to the babysitter’s envelope without being tracked. Cash lust is tactile. A fetish for taste in luxury gifts: the Birkin bag, the Rolex watch, the authentic diamonds and pearls. Those objects represent status, which we can enjoy privately or show off in order to demonstrate our worth to others. We want these items because some people would rather gift something that supposedly shows off taste rather than paying for mundane groceries or utility bills. We like them because they can be liquidated for cash. Also, sometimes we like how they look and feel and smell because we’re living in a material world and we are material girls.

But real wealth is not measured in physical objects. And I’m not talking about love, either. I’m talking about portfolios and compounded interest, the things upper-class people don’t have to pay for because they can pay for them. It’s measured in elite access and ease and leisure time. Those of us who have never had access to those things love cash because it’s freedom we can touch and smell and stack.

Interest rates and the price of gas and the promise of student loan forgiveness may fluctuate, but with cash stashed in your boot you can get at least some of what you need to survive another day. Maybe that’s how money can make us horny: by alleviating anxiety so that we can enjoy life for a moment.

Cardi B, one of the most famous people in the world to ever publicly talk about their background in the sex industry, also appears in Hustlers, essentially playing herself—which is harder than it looks. That same year, she released a very catchy hit song called “Money,” built on piano tones that sound like somebody stomping on the keys in expensive heels, and the refrain “nothing in this world that I like more than checks.” In the music video, dancers in sexy business suits strut into a cavernous bank like they own the place, shooting cash guns in choreography that’s part heist, part elite deposit. Black strippers assertively show off their bodies like pieces of fine art for prurient white gawkers. Crucially, Cardi herself sits at the edge of the stage throwing cash at a pole dancer, although in some of the shots she is the dancer herself. She is both patron and stripper, accumulating funds and immediately giving it to other women.

Since its emergence in the 1970s, hip-hop has always been defined by economic bragging. At the height of 1990s MTV, you could see rap artists on yachts brandishing all kinds of conspicuous consumption, champagne, jewels, leisure time. Meanwhile, white musicians grappled with the idea of selling out, the myth that success compromises art. Three decades later, rock kids like me have long since woken up to the false binary of slacker with integrity versus superficial pop star. Authenticity is just another marketing ploy. Artists don’t need to pretend that we don’t need money to live, just like whores don’t need to pretend that our sexuality doesn’t have market value.

The “Money” video—with its reverence for powerful femme sexuality and endless cash representing the freedom to do what you want—is the nail in the coffin of the fear of selling out.

Footnotes

i My accountant will want me to mention here that my taxes are honest and up to date!

ii The novel Fifty Shades of Grey (2011), along with its sequels, film adaptation, and attendant phenomenon, is class porn, not BDSM porn, and that’s the first and last thing this book has to say about Fifty Shades of Grey.

iii Or at least can pass for having these qualities.
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CHAPTER SIX

Cannibalism
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“Salivation/Salvation: I love cannibalism because I love to love.

Cannibalism is an erotic metamorphosis, a masticated reimagining of flesh and being. To devour requires me to both become and transcend being human, to confront my humanity in order to leave it and tear a new world into another human being. As my flesh grinds between molars and slides inside, I become part of the Gxds; I sustain a world worth bleeding in. To be devoured is a sacred ritual, an offering.

In case you’re wondering, humans taste like orgasms.”

— Aza, “certified freak,” they/them
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In January 2021, unverified screenshots of actor Armie Hammer’s obscene sexts began circulating online. These black-and-white bubbles of smartphone conversations allegedly depicted private exchanges between Hammer and several women who were not his wife. Social media wolves are ravenous for celebrity SMS screenshots, especially those that appear at a glance to be incriminating proof of something illicit. Such documentation is usually not originally intended to be seen by anyone but the texters involved, lending an air of naughty voyeurism to the act of reading them.

Sporting the chiseled jaw of classic blond-haired blue-eyed Hollywood stars, Hammer had become moderately famous over the previous decade for playing self-satisfied charmers in films such as Sorry to Bother You (2018) and Call Me by Your Name (2017). In contrast to his amiable public image, the screenshots apparently portrayed a man with a florid fantasy life.

“I am 100% a cannibal. I want to eat you. Fuck,” read the bluntest of the messages. Others detailed desires to barbecue his lovers’ ribs, cook their skin, use blood as lube for anal penetration, and keep their toes in his pocket.

These screenshots were originally posted by several women accusing Hammer of abusing them. To date, Hammer has denied the veracity of the messages. I believe the women, of course. But here’s the thing: a cannibalism fantasy, while not to be taken lightly, is not in and of itself abusive. If the instantly notorious sexts are evidence of anything, it’s how not to approach the topic of an extreme fantasy.

In addition to baldly disingenuous claims of being surprised (yeah, right) and “confused” by “scary” desires he’s “never admitted… before,” the texts portray someone who is pressuring his partners to indulge in this objectively edgy fetish without context or preamble. “That topic again?” reads one woman’s response to Hammer’s entreaties to give him her blood. “It is very intense.”

A potentially embarrassing revelation about someone’s sex life is one thing. The suggestion that Hammer was repeatedly unfaithful to his wife is another. But it’s not the fetishism on display that suggests violation. It’s the betrayal of a commitment, and blatant disregard for his partners’ shared interest. Although the decontextualized imagery in this dirty talk is upsetting (your mileage may vary as to whether you find the idea of holding someone’s heart in your hands and “controlling when it beats” abominable or adorable), the evident problem is someone bringing up extreme play in a presumptuous and coercive way. Especially when that person has enormous social power and privilege in comparison to his partners. BDSM is defined by fair play, and this kind of approach is not playing fair.

I admit, when I first read about this scandal, I found it hilarious. This was very stupid of me. Celebrity gossip had accelerated from newsstand tabloid narrative to social media virality, warping perspectives of humor and truth. I was naively taking the disclosure of a famous person’s taboo dirty talk at face value, and not thinking of the real-life pain that was being implied. I’ve always been fascinated by the way celebrities are a contemporary pantheon, statuesque archetypes for the public to project our ideologies, especially our sexual mores. I have a treasured copy of Star magazine from 2013 that “reports” on the sex lives of everyone from Angelina Jolie (“surprisingly boring”) to Channing Tatum (“gives lap dances”), illuminating what we want to believe about home wreckers and golden boys.

Between publicity spin and the relative ease of forging a smartphone screenshot, it’s more or less impossible for most of us to know if something like the Hammer cannibal sexts are authentic. I do not know who is the true author of these twisted erotic exchanges, whether they were composed between horny adults in real time as many sexts are, or perhaps fabricated for any number of purposes. But once something like this goes viral, it becomes a folk tale, a mythology, a fable with the potential to reveal our attitudes toward desire, gender, power, and the role of death in feeling alive. And, like most fairy tales, this one has many layers of darkness.

Reading the accusations against Hammer—who allegedly kept mannequins in his basement to practice bondage, insisted on being called “daddy” or “sir,” and even carved the initial “A” into a woman’s pelvis, an act remarkably similar to the branding ritual of the NXIVMi cult that was exposed in 2017—it’s tempting to see him as sick. But it’s possible for dirty talk about dismemberment to be arousing, biting to be an act of passion, and conceptual consumption to be a demonstration of devotional romance.

Hammer’s alleged abusive behavior, such as it has been depicted in screenshots and media testimonies, stems from a willful ignorance of communication, compatibility, and consent. A kinky person with a cannibalism fetish seeks out fellow kinky people with similar styles, or partners who are curious and open to exploring together. Someone who just texts about sexual horror without any regard for or interest in whether their partner shares their turn-on is just instigating shock at someone else’s expense: that doesn’t make someone a cannibal fetishist; it makes them an asshole.
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“I just wanna eat you up!”

Imagine a lovable bubbe cooing this to a cute newborn. She gives the baby a smothering squeeze, pinching its plump cheeks. Witnessing this, you would probably not be particularly alarmed that you had tripped into a Grimm’s fairy tale wherein a witch sizes up a succulent morsel for her cauldron. One of my fondest memories of my own grandmother was her squeezing the air out of me, braying in her thick Brooklyn accent, “Ohhh, sugah! You are so dah-licious!” Few phrases are more innocuous, neither violent nor sexual. When something appeals to us, we kinda wanna eat it.

Erotic cannibalism—whether it’s an imagined fantasy scenario, dirty talk, role-play, fetish art, or high-level fear and edge play—is all about consuming or being consumed by the object of your lust. And while playing around with the idea of mutilation and murder is not for the faint of heart, there are plenty of surprising ways we’re already eating one another.

In other contexts, the deconstruction of our corporeal form is a crucial aspect of our conception of sex and romance. There’s no more brazen expression of unattainable sexual confidence than “Eat your heart out!” Extrapolated with the fetish imagination, I imagine a femme so glamorous, so poised, that, like some siren’s twisted song, the very sight of her compels you to wrench the organ from your own chest and sink your teeth into it. That same kind of obsession with an object of lust may be called “getting under the skin.”

“Open your heart to me,” the pop star sings, and we know she means: Let’s share our deepest feelings. Yet we have to acknowledge how the fetish mind free-associates and puns. A romantic phrase as commonplace as this would, taken literally, involve mutilation of the part of us that metaphorically feels love—even though that organ’s literal purpose is pumping blood, not emoting. This kind of solicited violence isn’t just limited to our hearts, either. Recently, online slang for variations on “Ruin my life!” and “Hit me with a truck!” have become trendy and memeable, reminding us that desire can make us feel and act extremely deranged, even at odds with our own self-preservation.

The threat of cannibalism and other horrors is appealing because of, not despite, the terror and taboo it evokes. Yet the euphemistic relationship between eating and loving is totally mundane. And quite a lot of sex involves consuming parts of a partner’s body with little risk of coming undone.

Nibbling on lips. Sucking on nipples. Licking necks. Swapping spit. Inhaling pheromones. When we explore and stimulate, we treat each other like tasty dishes we’re about to chow down on. We use our senses of smell and taste to prepare ourselves to enjoy each other’s bodies. We call our crushes snacks. We admire juicy bodies. We drool in anticipation. And that’s just the PG-13 stuff!

I could eat your ass or suck your dick. If we’re forgoing safer sex barriers like condoms, we might call that fucking raw. Swallowing cum is considered to be a sign of gameness. “I want you inside of me” is the bottom’s insatiable demand. Sometimes, in the throes of passion, I have to bite my partner just to have something to bear down on, to anchor me when I feel like I’m going to explode everywhere or float clear away.

Men’s and women’s glossy magazines extolling the “greatest sex tricks” have invoked everything from grapefruit to whipped cream. Hookup bars are derisively referred to as “meat markets.” Pop music entreats us to lick one another’s bodies like a popsicle or lollipop. Sex books and toys are often sold with images of fingers inserting into bisected papayas. The eggplant is widely understood as the most phallic emoji. Someone looking for a porn video featuring cum leaking out of an orifice would be rewarded for typing in “cream pie.”

People pay good money for lingerie encrusted with pungent genital secretions, for handkerchiefs filled with snot, for jockstraps fresh from the gym. Certain submissives request a souvenir of their time with a dominant, the otherwise dispensable sheddings that contain our alluring essence.ii Swallowing hair and menstrual tissue has long been associated with fertility spells. Intense oral sex, or prolonged use of a ball gag, produces thick, viscous drool; the gag reflex, in protecting the throat from choking, also makes it more fuckable. Roman showers, so named for the apocryphal classical-era practice of gorging and then purging, are quite rare in my experience, but the very fact that we’ve invented a name for it shows the relationship between gluttony and lust.

While breaking the skin intentionally for blood play is edgier still, menstrual blood is sloughed off by many bodies once a month and thus highly available to fetishize. If an orgasm is so intense it makes you cry, it can be an act of tenderness to kiss away the salty tears. Mommy fetishists love to get their milk directly from the swollen aching source. Sometimes we call hand jobs milking too. And yes, with my own eyes I have seen more than a few human beings get off on eating shit.

Something that surprised me when I started working in dungeons was the use of the word worship. I quickly learned that worship was shorthand for a client putting his mouth on a mistress’s body or extension thereof: shoe worship meant sucking on high heels; leg worship meant running a tongue up a stockinged or smooth or hairy leg; cock worship meant sucking on a strapped-on dildo; you get the picture. We had to take care to remind submissives of the difference between rimming the asshole and worshipping the flesh of the butt. In other contexts, cunnilingus might be called pussy worship, and so on.

Now, worship is a clear term to define the strictly kinky ways a sub might be permitted to put his mouth on a dominatrix while making it clear that conventional oral sex is off the table. But it can’t be a coincidence that putting your mouth on someone is referred to with devotional language. Oral worship is an affirmation of the worshipped object being higher, more powerful, more sublime than the worshipper. This is a manifestation of cannibalism where the person being tasted is the top.

In my many years of giving golden showers, I have seen all kinds of styles. Some people want to be objectified as a toilet, lowered in status. It’s humiliating to be reminded that the closest they’ll ever get to my pussy is by drinking my piss: that’s all they’re good for, all they’re worthy of. Others see fluids as potential sites of glorification. I am so beautiful, so powerful, even my waste is like manna from heaven. Some subs want to stay as close to me as possible, eroticizing the ways they can keep me with them forever by drinking from me. Sometimes I close my eyes and think about the parts of myself that have been incorporated into the bodies of thousands of people who have consumed my waste, and it makes me feel just a little bit like I’ve conquered the world. They never have to be alone again; I am always with them.

Many of my clients who enjoyed humiliation play would beg me to “force” them to eat their own cum. This request often comes with a subtext of extra-warped homophobia, where the desire to eat semen, even your own, somehow makes you gay. Other times, they simply had a curiosity about their own bodies that needed encouragement and permission from a femme domme. Most of us have experienced the difference between what gets us hotter when we’re already hot versus how that thing looks to us post-orgasm. But by definition, eating your own cum is a fantasy that you must have already orgasmed to to indulge in. I was amazed by how many men wrinkled their nose when the time came for actually being forced to do it, immediately following any number of depraved things they were all too willing to do pre-orgasm. Many of them did it reluctantly, like a child being chided into eating their veggies.

Fluid play, like swallowing semen or licking sweaty armpits, somehow has a reputation for being freakier than the average activity. A peculiar thing about bodily fluids: the minute you separate saliva, ejaculate, or sweat from the body and then reintroduce it into play, it becomes instantly filthier in our minds. You might ingest any amount of saliva during a makeout session, but the minute the spit becomes projectile, it gathers a meaning of insult, disgust, degradation, and rudeness. It’s transformed from a beverage you’re happily imbibing to a drink thrown disdainfully in your face.

Fluids are notably also associated with one of the most anxiety-provoking parts of sexuality: disease transmission. Safer sex practices involve making risk-aware assessments about encountering someone else’s bodily fluids. Fortunately, science has given us more information than ever before about what kinds of activities involve what kinds of risk. But there has been a great deal of misinformation spread in the past about what kinds of people and what kinds of acts can lead to illness and death. Because many of us still carry those messages, fluids are often a site of both attraction and repulsion, and in kink, we use that combination to our advantage by eroticizing being “dirty” or “tainted” or “contaminated.” Fluid bonding, where partners agree to expose themselves freely to one another’s bodies—including the risk of potential infections and unwanted pregnancy—can be an intentional and moving expression of trust and intimacy.

Cannibalism is all about giving in to your base urges to pig out. Hunger can be humiliating when you’re told you’re not supposed to want something, let alone want it too much. I struggle with the anxiety that my sex drive is too high. My masochism, the pleasure I take at being psychologically degraded and punished for being a greedy slut, comes in part from the idea that a woman should have restrained and appropriate appetites for pleasure, whether that pleasure is tasty food or a hot fuck. It’s embarrassing to me when someone knows I’m desirous of them. It’s humiliating to admit my own desire.

We live in a pervasively fatphobic society, where having a body that takes up space is seen as a moral failing. A desire to eat, and eat a lot, and enjoy eating a lot, is treated very similarly to the desire to fuck, and fuck a lot, and enjoy fucking a lot. We are supposed to be ashamed of our appetites. People who starve themselves have a higher social status and power of attraction.iii This is why I’ve always been attracted to voluptuous bodies with flesh I can grab; someone who denies themselves the pleasures of eating doesn’t strike me as compatible for someone who needs to fuck endlessly.

Not all of these desires are necessarily connected to a fantasy of eating the meat of your own species. But if you can’t begin to fathom why someone would suggest a Yellowjackets role-play where you pretend to feast on your best friends in the wilderness, remember that appetites for bodies are inextricable from one another. From making out to body worship, sex is a sensory experience on a continuum with consumption: cannibalism fetishists just push the appeal of erotic partner eating into the realm of body horror.
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Let me be crystal clear: cannibal fetishism is not primarily about the actual maiming and swallowing of human flesh. It’s not about literal homicide, real dismemberment, or undue mutilation. Forced or accidental mayhem is not the same thing as intentional body modification for the purpose of aesthetics, ritual, or sensory experience. Those who have erotic fantasies of cannibalism are dreaming about the transgression of an ancient taboo, which is that in civilized society, we’re not supposed to want to eat people.

On an episode of the Harvard Divinity School’s Ministry of Ideas podcast, “Consumed,” host Zachary Davis declares: “There are few things that frighten us more than being eaten by another human being. But cannibalism isn’t just something that scares us. It has also long been used to define the limits of what makes us human.”1

Davis unpacks the many times throughout world history that groups were accused of cannibalism, from vicious lies of Jewish blood libel in the Middle Ages to Marco Polo’s tales of dog-headed dark-skinned bloodthirsty people on the “edges of civilization” (i.e., India and Africa). This mythologizing of the cannibal as a subhuman savage has long “justified” torture, genocide, and enslavement for colonizers.

These days, many of us first learn about situations where one might be forced to subsist on human meat from real-life survival cautionary tales. Groups like the 1847 Donner party trying to migrate over the Sierra Nevadas, or the Uruguayan rugby team’s crash into the Andes mountains in 1972, exposed to the elements and out of options, resort to eating those who didn’t survive.

Then, there are sensationalized news stories of men whose cannibalistic transgressions were distinctly sexual. In 2001, a German man named Armin Meiwes was dubbed Der Metzgermeister (“the Master Butcher”) by the press after he was tried and convicted of consuming the penis of a willing partner. The “Cannibal Cop” Gilberto Valle was convicted in 2013 after his wife discovered that he had been using internet message boards to create elaborately detailed fantasies of kidnapping, torturing, and eating her. One of the most notorious serial killers of all time, Jeffrey Dahmer, continues to hold public fascination after murdering seventeen men and boys, whose bodies he cooked and ate between 1978 and 1991. The fact that all of these cases continue to be adapted into popular film and television entertainment, pored over on true crime podcasts, or mythologized as urban legends, speaks to a collective obsession with those who violate this specific social agreement. Murder is unethical, but cannibalism is madness; and we love to stare into the maw of madness.

The idea that the simple act of eating human meat can transform you into, or confirm your status as, something less than your own species, proves its power. We are drawn to erotic drama in order to feel superhuman or subhuman. The idea that civilized restraint is what prevents us from doing something in our basest nature means that when we want to feel unrestrained, cannibalism may be where our minds go.

Just as puppy play is not bestiality, and age play is not molestation, cannibalism play is not an act of violence but rather an erotic metaphor, a means of exploring annihilation, union, exaltation, absorption, and much more. There’s nothing wrong with saying, “I’d eat your heart if I wasn’t stuck without you after,” as long as the object of your sexting enjoys this kind of swoony operatic maximalism as much as you do.

So if you are into the idea of cannibalism, and you want to practice it without being a terrorizing monster, what’s a good approach?

This highly symbolic fantasy can be explored by role-playing any number of scenes with food, or worship, or predation and stalking, or murder and death, or being reduced to a piece of meat. You can stage simple or elaborate scenarios involving farms, hunters, restaurants, rituals, or wild animals.

Formalizing the dining experience of consuming your partner’s fluids can be a good place to start: pissing in a champagne flute and serving it before a romantic dinner, for example, or drizzling menstrual blood all over vanilla ice cream for dessert. A popular party game for fetish events is turning someone into a human sushi tray: you’re not eating a person, but instead incorporating their body into a dining ritual, which can have an objectifying effect where the “platter” associates itself more with the sushi than the mouths. A cannibal scene doesn’t have to be about fear or abjection at all: there are all kinds of ways to admire culinary confections. Foodies might be preparing a meal to be a work of art, so you could also make yourself or your partner/s the raw material of an unforgettable meal.

As with most libidinous interests, especially ones that involve the impossible (or the impossible without permanent damage and unethical violation), you don’t have to actually do the thing to enjoy the thing. You can pounce on your partner and pin them down, tugging an earlobe, grabbing a thigh, playfully threatening to toast them, roast them, slather them with sauce, display them on the fine china. Virtually any way you can describe food makes for great dirty talk: I wanna chew you up! I’m going to devour you! I’m ravenous to feed on you! Gorge yourself on my bottomless pit! Yes, Chef!

For those who prefer a more serious tone, you might truss a partner up, make ’em squeal like a stuck pig. You can mindfuck them, putting them in bondage or some form of sensory deprivation, and describe the ways you’re going to prepare and serve them. You can indulge in bloodthirsty play using needles or scalpels. You can invoke those myths of altruistic cannibalism, such as offering up your body for the other’s sustenance and survival. This is a great plot twist to incorporate into a fear-play scene involving kidnapping, torture, interrogation, or captivity.

Being turned into or reduced to food is also objectifying, a reminder that our bodies are merely flesh suits. Submissives who wish to be degraded and dehumanized can offer up parts of their body to be consumed: the sub’s body is eventually transformed inside of the dominant into organic waste to be flushed down the toilet.

Now, I do know very experienced players who have safely removed flesh from one another, prepared, and consumed the meat. These are people with many years of experience in medical play, and this is obviously not something to be approached casually.iv The act has been described to me as profoundly emotional, intimate, and romantic. For most people, though, cannibalism will stay in the realm of the allegorical, and that can best be understood by looking at the fetish art genre known as vore.
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Vorarephilia thrives in erotic art spaces, where fantastical fetishes such as ero guro and furry fandom can be manifested and shared. In particular, online platforms like DeviantArt and (pre-2018 porn ban) Tumblr have provided virtual message boards for fetishists to create community around their creations. Pornographic platforms like this are vital, because they offer accessible opportunities for people to express themselves and know they’re not alone. It’s loneliness and shame that contribute to maladaptive behavior—like, for example, coercing your partner into indulging your desires rather than exploring them mutually with shared curiosity.

With spectacular erotic art, people can create depictions of the scenarios that turn them on, where creativity is a sex act unto itself. Then there is the promise of posting the art, which can consensually satisfy exhibitionism, the urge to be seen by others in a vulnerable and desiring state of being. The voyeurism of the online communities complements a poster’s love of showing off, sharing insight into the erotic imaginations of others, the way style or detail can inspire further explorations of the fetish. In this way, the fetish becomes enthusiastically collaborative.

In a vore scene, the Eater goes from being hungry to sated, empty to full; the Eaten from cohesive to crushed, outside to inside. The cartoonish whimsy contrasted with barbaric acts is classic erotic dissonance; the presence of the artist gives a context of control and intention. Browsing vore art, you’ll find bodies distended impossibly by how much they’ve had to eat. You’ll see anthropomorphic characters in some supernatural process of being swallowed whole, enjoying their journey along every stage of the alimentary canal. Vore is about being impossibly deep inside someone’s body, about being incorporated into them, about being so out of control with lust that you feel the urge to tear someone apart. Vore is about stretching the human body past its capacity, about bellies so swollen with food that they suggest the tumescence of other engorged body parts. Vore is about being trapped or lost in someone’s stomach, a body fully encased inside of another.

For some, the vore fantasy of being eaten is related to macro- and microphilia. Here, the overwhelming fantasy is a matter of scale—of being impossibly smaller or bigger than an object of desire. The giantess picks her submissive up; he squirms to no avail, is dropped into her mouth and swallowed whole. She ignores him the way she would a bug, or delights in what easy prey he makes. The giantess may enjoy playing with her food; her size gives her power. Then again, if you were to overpower and eat someone bigger than you, you’re reducing them, which could be a satisfying scenario for someone who is used to being belittled for their size.

There is an element of monster fetishism in this giantess scenario, the reimagining of female sexuality as something strong and malevolent. Many sexy monsters involve some variation on man-eating, in fact, from bloodsucking vampires to brain-craving zombies to animal-human hybrid predators like werewolves. Fantasies of being or being with a monster are all about release from civilized human expectations, about imagining different erotic worlds.

A high-class version of cannibalism might involve not mastication and swallowing and digesting, but tasting and spitting out. While vore can be about debasement to animal nature, the fictional Hannibal Lector exemplifies cannibalism as refined taste. Nowhere is this better explored than Bryan Fuller’s cult network television show Hannibal, which took baroque liberties with the infamous character. Portrayed by a smoldering Mads Mikkelsen, this Lector’s precision in everything from fashion to murder exemplifies his dominance of those he deems unworthy of autonomy, due to their rudeness to others or inconvenience for him. His calm, controlled psychopathy involves turning his victims into both exquisite meals and highly symbolic exhibitionist love letters. The show’s combination of queer seduction and grotesque serial killer designs may be the most mainstream example of vore art.

The digestive system as a metaphor for two becoming one—you are what you eat—is central to vore, the all-consuming mouth yet another example of a circluding hole.
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Kinky cannibalism is about getting off on eating, but it’s also about facing the reality of violence, fear, and death by eroticizing it. For me, being a “gore whore” who loves scary stories is very connected to my kink identity, but that’s definitely not the case for everyone. For example, I never realized how much I loved being freaked out by horror movies until I met my wife, who hates them.

“The world is horrible enough,” my wife argues, and she is not, in fact, wrong. “I don’t need to have it rubbed in my face when I’m trying to relax.” The funniest thing about this is that my wife is definitely a sensation-seeking outrageous pervert with a taste for skull tattoos and licking boots at leather bars. Yet her idea of a Halloween movie is The Nightmare Before Christmas (1993) instead of, y’know, Halloween (1978). She’s fond of pointing out that her mind is already full of intrusive anxieties and macabre images: she doesn’t need any more fucked-up stimulation.

Meanwhile, I have the same attitude—with the opposite conclusion. Because the world is fucked up, because I’m a bundle of neuroses, I find a good horror scenario counterintuitively calming. The more gruesome and psychologically upsetting the story, the more serene I feel outside of it. I have a habit of reading the Wikipedia summaries of notoriously twisted movies when I need a quick pick-me-up during a boring day, or when I’m in an emotionally difficult situation. Feelings are hard, relationships are hard, society is oppressive, humanity is destroying the planet—and I’m always comforted by the reminder that at the very least I am not currently being held captive in the dark woods by a man-eating psychopathic clown.

In her essay “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess,” cultural critic Linda Williams describes certain types of movies as “body genres.” The marketing of these types of films tells you what you can expect, physically: a thriller is bone-chilling, a ghost story is spine-tingling, an action flick is nail-biting, a melodrama is a tear-jerker, a comedy promises belly laughs and knee slaps. Porn, of course, can stimulate wetness, hardness, openness, and climax. This is what we look for in our entertainment and in our sexual experiences: reactions both surprising and knowing, cathartic and formulaic.

In cannibal-themed horror movies, eating human flesh is usually portrayed as an uncontrollable urge. The characters’ lust for sexual satisfaction and hunger for sated bellies are simultaneously unnatural and instinctual. Once someone has transgressed the social contract and taken a taste of a finger, they become bottomless pits.

In Raw (2016), the metaphor for sexual awakening and our fear of unrestrained female lust is clear: the moment a lifelong vegetarian college student has eaten rabbit for the first time, she becomes a nightmare of sexual aggression and bloodlust, no longer distinguishing between human and animal flesh.

Bones and All (2022) focuses more on the way that weird desires can help us find one another in an alienating world. The Eaters are bound together as social outsiders by their shared insatiability. It’s telling that these characters are depicted as very skinny: either they restrain and then gorge themselves in supernatural disordered eating, or we’re meant to understand their bodies as having magical metabolisms. Their slight figures are contrasted with their killer appetites.

A vore fetish scene is like putting yourself inside of a horror movie, where the stakes are raised from a relatively simple “Did you cum?” to “AM I GOING TO LIVE THROUGH THE NIGHT?”

Erotic fantasies of violation, blood, predation, and agony are a way to process social anxieties. Consensually scary sex, like the scary movie you consensually choose to hit play on, has a beginning, middle, and end. Along the way you get to feel not only the excitement of sex but the dramatic tension and release of suspense. And you have your hand on the remote control.

Both arguments—that the world is terrifying enough without being entertained by terror, and that the world is too upsetting not to purge those feelings through stories—make sense. It really just depends on your disposition. My wife’s hard line on scary movies has led me to a more solitary watching habit. Now that my routine involves putting on headphones and taking in films about monsters, torture, and murder alone in a dark room, I realize how much I need to be scared in these controlled settings. Not just scared, but grossed out and shocked. I have to be enthralled by a story, clutched in its iron grip until I’m released, my circulation denied so I can feel the rush of blood flowing through me again. I need to be reminded to appreciate the good feelings of being alive. It’s like I’m flushing out my psychic systems to prevent anything from stagnating and building up. There’s a biological explanation for this too. And my favorite description of it comes from the Mistress of the Dark herself, Elvira.

In a promotional video called “Netflix and Chills,” released in 2021, Cassandra Peterson plays a therapist version of her infamous horror host character (which simply means that in addition to her iconic décolletage and Gothic beehive hair, she’s wearing glasses). Unsurprisingly, “Dr. Elvira” prescribes a strong dose of controlled terror for an anxiety-riddled patient.

“Horror and thrillers are actually here to improve your well-being,” Dr. Elvira explains in the clip. “Restlessness is caused by stress and fear. That means heart-pounding thrillers can combat stress because they’re designed to elicit a shock response. This releases hormones like adrenaline, cortisol, and norepinephrine, resulting in a mood boost. After the credits roll, the brain calms itself down with some tasty serotonin, relieving tension and giving you a sense of well-being.”

Elvira, as usual, is right: as we have explored in previous chapters, fear and arousal are physiologically linked. Even the amygdala, the part of the brain involved in regulating emotions, plays an important role in our experience of fear. When we encounter potentially dangerous stimulation (being whipped, threatening dirty talk in a role-play, draining a bank account) the amygdala processes that stimulation and triggers the fight, flight, freeze, and fawn responses that can be so fun to experience when we know in our conscious cerebral cortex that we are actually safe. Because a real experience of cannibalism would be so harrowing, a fictional experience can be just the kind of thrill ride some of us want to go on.
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The alleged Armie Hammer sext I can’t get out of my head is this one: “If you were next to me I’d give you the tiniest cut, and then fall back asleep sucking on it. Just a little trickle of your blood. The taste of you, the taste of your iron and minerals… soothing me to sleep.” You could be forgiven for reading such statements as being inherently violent. For some, the cannibal fantasy is about destroying an aspect of someone, or being the one annihilated by an intense fixation. The promise of being martyred to some unfathomable pain. The ultimate gift, sacrificing part of your body or your life to your love. Abusers shouldn’t negate everyone else’s rights to dark fantasies because they misuse them. For me, and many people I know, a message like this could be arousing, not to mention romantic. After all, sexual intensity is specifically what some of us are after.

Then again, even someone like me, who would thrill to this kind of dirty talk or play, would be most pleased by someone broaching the topic with finesse. Seasoned BDSM players tend to be attracted to displays of good judgment: like a dedicated warm-up before a performance, careful fantasy negotiation actually means you can push boundaries further.

Because like much of sexuality, cannibalism is a multivalent metaphor. For merging completely. For offering yourself utterly to someone. For the limits of what unbridled lust might make you do. As humans move through this life, desiring impulses and appetites animating our sacks of flesh, we try to absorb one another in order to know one another, to feel for a while a little bit less alone.

BDSM is all about the erotic giving and receiving of physical and psychological pain, and there is plenty of pain that we can—and do, regularly—withstand without being destroyed. As many people have learned trying out their kinks for the first time, real-life pain does not always match the cathartic drama of the imagination. Cannibalism fantasies exist at the extremes of existential anxiety. For those of us who come to love the experience of sadomasochistic exchange as much as the fantasy, there is always the question of limits. How much sensation does a person desire, and how much can their corporeal form endure? We may beat the flesh and break the skin and modify the body, but neither cannibal fetishism nor the greater arena of BDSM is about real-life mutilation or murder. Vore digs into a philosophical hypothesis: What if you could experience your own utter annihilation? What would it feel like to survive the most extreme sensations and regenerate yourself unharmed?

Humans create erotic narratives out of things we fear, that repulse us. For the person experiencing the attraction-repulsion frisson, it’s all about the lotus flower blooming from the mud. For someone else to look at a decontextualized fantasy and see only filth disregards the flower’s potential. At the same time, it’s a mistake to sling mud at a partner without taking the time to collaborate on an appreciation of the beauty that can emerge from the muck.

The grotesque undermines social order. Most of us want to be disturbed somehow, by a terrifying erotic scene or details about a serial killer on a podcast or a disgusting monster movie. BDSM tools are what make it possible to live out a fantasy like cannibalism by teaching us how to opt in to being disturbed in the way we ultimately find comforting, and opt out of the disturbances that aren’t to our taste.

Footnotes

i NXIVM was a North American cult masquerading as a self-help group, operating from the late 1990s until 2017, when they were exposed for racketeering and forced labor, among other charges. Former members detailed ritual inductions involving blackmail, “Master/slave” language, and the use of a cauterizing device to brand the leader’s initials into the skin near their pelvic bone. NXIVM is another high-profile example of BDSM practices being misused in abusive and manipulative ways, which only highlights the importance of ethical communication in power exchange and pain play.

ii Once, hunting for ibuprofen at the apartment of the woman who first trained me at the dungeon (my DomMom), I opened the medicine cabinet to see a jar labeled “Treats for Pet.” It was full of finger and toenail clippings she was collecting for her submissive. I texted a picture of this to my “Why Are People into Cannibalism?!” podcast guest, Empress Wu, who responded with a snapshot of a used jam jar filled with wiry black pubes: “I too have a jar of pet treats.”

iii Not everyone who is skinny has an eating disorder, but skinny people are perceived to have more virtuous self-control, whether that’s true or not.

iv I have been told an infamous tale of a woman known for her extreme scenes, whose surgeon partner once removed part of her flesh and prepared it over a camping grill during an indoor play party; the organizers asked them to leave not because of the cannibalism but because they had not gotten consent from everyone present to be subjected to the smell of seared human meat.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Sploshing
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“Sploshing holds within it the flavor of liberation, experimentation and resistance. It is choosing to enjoy oneself, despite being told not to; it is tending to celebration amongst and within the chaos; it is ultimately a surrendering to play—a resistance to “growing up,” as well as to being proper and clean. I’ve always been attracted to endurance—challenges—and spaces in which I can take seriously my commitment to play. I attract and seek out experiences that conflate fear and pleasure, the beautiful and the grotesque. A recurring fantasy I have is one where I am drowning in mess—gasping for air—completely submerged—unable to access my senses—like a bug stuck in a sticky trap—reaching out for my neutered savior who stands still as they choose to watch me drown.”

— Darla Devour, MFA, owner of The Mess Factory, she/they
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In a recording of a live performance art piece at a New York City nightclub in 2019, Lindsay Dye faces away from both the camera and the audience. The straps of a black-and-red Lycra monokini dig into her skin as she kneels with her calves folded back against the outside of her thighs, her feet framing her ass in the position I always call the “Baby One More Time” after the cover of Britney Spears’s first album; in yoga, it’s called Virasana, or Hero pose.

In the foreground of the shot, between the audience and the artist, is a garishly colored multilayered cake. A cake that is never meant to be eaten.

Around this era, anytime you clicked on the circle of @DyeLindsay’s Instagram stories, you could treat yourself to her extensive cake decorating process videos. Clear Pyrex bowls of sky blue, canary yellow, money green, sherbet orange, and Barbie pink batter cascading into steel baking pans, then stuck in the oven and stacked on metallic foil platters. Fluffy frosting splooged out of plastic piping bags, twisting along the edges of the freshly baked tiers. Spreadable edible glitter. Precisely hand-placed candied gems. Kiwis. Cherries. Rainbow sprinkles. Icing shells. Lumpy cakes, sheet cakes, cakes shaped like hearts, cakes like science fair volcano projects exploding with lava-like cream. These shaky reels functioned as both anticipatory promotion for live shows and integral content for an artist whose work is entrenched in e-girl internet culture.

Dye bakes and sculpts these elaborate concoctions for the express purpose of live destruction beneath her body onstage. Her signature “cakesits” were adapted from her work as an online cam model, catering to sploshing or wet and messy (WAM) fetishists.

In the nightclub performance video, Dye’s glutes shimmer above the cake as the rest of her body remains isolated, still as a statue, with only the occasional flip of her black ponytail extension down her long back. In front of her, another performer stands in red fishnets and translucent stripper heels, holding a microphone between her legs like a strapped-on cock.

Dye sings suggestively into the mic, a somber song by Brooklyn indie band the Antlers called “Putting the Dog to Sleep.” The music is in 6/8 time, a waltz.

Prove to me I’m not gonna die alone

Put your arm ’round my collarbone

And open the door…

After a few bars, she begins dropping her ass, displacing the cake.

one two three

one two three

SPLAT two three

SQUASH two three

The cake is crushed, the frosting crumbling all over her flesh. She bounces, deliberately, like a go-go dancer or a girl in an R&B music video. She writhes in the mess she’s making, making even more mess. She reaches behind her, smearing the sugar all over her bare skin. She queens the cake—as in, if the cake were a face, she would be sitting on it like a throne—but she doesn’t act like the cake is a face she’s getting off on; rather, the cake is something she has created in order to conquer it.

This is a routine Dye has performed many times, to songs like “This Woman’s Work” and “Use Me” and “Let’s Stay Together.” She bakes and decorates a cake, posts the process videos on social media, brings the cake to the venue, wears synthetic stretchy stripper gear, sings along to a track facing away from the audience, and crushes the cake with her ass. She then wraps up the messy plastic tarp, takes it home, frames the sugar-stained cash that’s been thrown at her, and sells it as “caked money” on her website for hundreds of dollars.

Speaking to the Creative Independent about the “Putting the Dog to Sleep” cakesit, Dye said, “I had one performance where I was like, ‘This is it. I can stop now because that was perfect.’ That had to do with the way I performed, but also the audience’s reaction. There were people crying in the audience when I was finished. That’s what I want. I don’t see it as sensational, I see it as emotional. It was a very tender, soft performance… this was just a few movements and smears. All the symbols worked without having to overexaggerate or feel like novelty.”1

That emotional response is what hooked me into her live performance videos. I watched every single one of them that I could find, even as her various accounts were disabled by social media censorship. Her cakesits are mature grief rituals, mourning the loss of an innocent time when you could just lose your mind in play. She eschews childish glee; her disobedience feels very grown up.

At the center of each video is Dye, a skilled dancer with a maximalist fleshy body and calm but not expressionless demeanor, controlled but uninhibited, rude but kind, undulating on tarps at bars and warehouse galleries and bookstores until the frosting beneath her becomes a sickly blue-gray, her outrageous sculptures destroyed forever.

I was instantly enchanted by Dye’s cakesits—I truly could not get enough of them—and that surprised me more than anything else has in a long, long time.

Because usually, I cannot stand sploshing.
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Sploshing is any kind of play that involves getting “wet and messy” with food or other soft materials. Wammers are obsessed with slippery, viscous substances that squish and ooze, like Jell-O or Nuru oil. They either love the feeling of these substances rubbed all over their body, or they like to watch the way the substances look dripping all over someone else, or sometimes both.

The fetish is defined by hysterical excess that pushes it beyond traditional food flirtation: a dollop of whipped cream on a chest is light food play; diving into a kiddie pool full of whipped cream is sploshing. It’s a mixture of mature adult experiences with the sloppy glee of youthfulness. It’s hedonistic, exaggerated debauchery, the actions of spraying and squirting and rubbing and slinging and slipping and sliding and crushing and crunching and crumbling stuff that you’re not supposed to play with, putting it where it’s not supposed to go. That can be about deliberate misbehavior, but it can also emulate the intense feeling of having made a mistake. The threat that you’ve sullied something with your clumsiness, that you lack the suave grace we consider attractive.

Sploshing exposes the side of sex that we might fear is ridiculous and disgusting using the broadest methods possible. It emulates fluids that are supposed to be inside our bodies instead gushing all over the place. This is sex at its most outrageous, creating a space where chaotic imperfection is celebrated. Sploshing is blatantly obvious, entirely unsubtle, and innately active. Generally, sploshers don’t get covered in goo and then lie there. Sploshing is an event unto itself.

For some, the fetish is purely tactile: it’s about watching the effects or feeling the sensations of the ooze. But oftentimes it’s about the power to make someone into a mess, or command attention with your own messy mischief. Great quantities of sploshing substances have a simple yet enormous power to humiliate. Sometimes, the person getting messy is submitting to their social status being lowered. Other times, the messy one has the power because they aren’t afraid of losing control. Dye sees her cakesits as an act of asserting power. “I have agency in the situation: I’m crushing an object, I have control. I’m the dominant one,” she explained to the Creative Independent. This is a deliberate reversal of the popular imagery of the sploshed model, who is usually being humiliated by the messiness being imposed on her; sometimes she’s appalled by being instantly reduced in status, and sometimes she finds herself, once reduced, ready to revel in an acceptance of her fate.
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I can appreciate all of this. Yet personally, I still find most sploshing to be intolerably gross. And yes, I get that grossness is the whole point! This is a good rule of thumb: the things that make you uncomfortable about a certain style of sex are usually the exact things that other people love about them. Wammers don’t like sploshing despite the disgust or because it doesn’t disgust them: they’re turned on for the same reason I’m turned off. The fact that I would think a naked body and a room full of spaghetti marinara don’t go together is the reason they go together beautifully for a wammer. The dissonance creates harmony.

I chose to explore sploshing in more depth precisely because it brings up feelings almost no other fetish does. For me, it’s like reality TV, olives, Taylor Swift, or CrossFit. I can see why people like it. I don’t really have anything against it. It has qualities that you would think would make me recommend it based on my tastes. But for me, it doesn’t inspire a repulsion-attraction frisson or disgust that mutates into a thrill. I just don’t fucking like it.

Kinky people will advise you not to yuck someone’s yum, and my most visceral fetish yuck is the one I get from sploshing. I’m not trying to justify my yuck. In fact, I wish I could make the yuck go away. My yuck makes me feel tremendously guilty.

I have a few theories about this yuck. I’m most grossed out by food play, and I suspect this is somehow related to my obsession with meal planning efficiency and a dislike of waste: I’m the kind of person who will make a salad out of every last thing in the fridge so it doesn’t go bad. While it’s been pointed out to me that a lot of sploshing food is not particularly nutritious, I do feel an ache about people who are going without sustenance while fetishists are using food for something other than eating.

Another factor could be my antipathy toward masks. I really don’t like the uncanny feeling I get when someone’s face is covered or distorted. Usually when people are getting fetish messy, the face is the first thing to go.

It’s also entirely possible that this is an occupational hazard of years of sex work in spaces that I’m responsible for keeping immaculate. Maybe I’m distracted by the anticipation of time-consuming cleanup and can’t enjoy the moment of release. By the same token, my resting state is complete dirtbag, so maybe the taboo transgression of pure cleanliness doesn’t feel as cathartic.

Ultimately, though, my revulsion doesn’t make much logical sense. Sploshing represents many things I love. I love being rude, I love being wet inside and out, and I love filth. I love blurred boundaries and strong reactions. I love inspiring feelings of discomfort in others. I love people being shamelessly grotesque. I love weirdness. I love humor. But being turned into a human ice cream sundae? Couldn’t be me.

However, my dislike of sploshing doesn’t make it uninteresting to me. It’s a challenge to my value for sexual curiosity. How can we learn to turn toward things that make us want to look away? Not under some moral pressure to pick it up and adopt it, but to face it with a small joy, knowing that it’s a great joy for others?
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I spent some time on the website UMD.net (Ultimate Messy Directory) and flipping through the vintage magazine Splosh! UMD collects not only WAM videos and still images helpfully organized by subcategories with thumbnail pictures, but also forums for wammer connection, community, and history. I wanted to scrutinize every last thing people love to splosh around in. Maybe by really examining the different substances and their unique qualities when applied to the human body, I could find more understanding through this specificity.

Probably the most well-known sploshing materials are culinary confections whose form has been perfected by the science of dessert: marshmallow fluff, whipped dairy cream, imitation whipped cream, vegan whipped cream. Fatty solids that melt when they interact with body heat, like chocolate, cheese, spray cheese, butter, vegan butter, lard, Nutella, and nut butters. Fruits that can be smashed. Chunky jams, smooth jellies, and wiggly Jell-O. The types of sweeteners that you would find in small jars at high tea, like molasses or treacle, honey, puddings, and syrups. All kinds of milk that foam and froth and churn. There’s skin dusted in flour that reminds me of the magnesium carbonate grip chalk used by pole dancers and gymnasts. There’s goo that comes in its own natural container, like an egg that can be cracked over the body. Grains that can be cooked into gruel, like oatmeal and porridge.

There are also nonfood products made for amusement, like bubble bath foam and brightly colored slime or gunge. Substances that are actually manufactured to be spread on the body like lotion and massage oil, which reduce friction and remind us of the power of lubrication to relax and open the body. There are craft materials like water-soluble polyvinyl acetate (Elmer’s glue), synthetic commercial thickeners like liquid plastic polymers and methylcellulose, and all colors of various types of paint. Household items like shaving foam. Medical materials like gel. Machine oil and engine grease for those who prefer macho slop, and good old-fashioned mud for naturalists.

All laid out across helpful thumbnails, you can start to think like the WAM fetishist about the different qualities and properties inherent in snacks and slimes. UMD has helpful descriptions of the pros and cons of various substances, including which ones are water-soluble for easier cleanup, which ones are affordable and accessible. There are tips for keeping sugar away from the vagina, where it can lead to UTIs and yeast infections. There are even recipes for making a material that resembles tar for a tar-and-feathering public humiliation scene.

So what do people do with these various gloops? Think: upturned buckets, overflowing bathtubs and inflatable pools. Think: various stages of projectiles. Think: custard poured into tight pantyhose, compressing against the skin. Sometimes sploshers enjoy transparent water that emphasizes the shape of whatever it’s dumped on; the broad appeal of the wet T-shirt contest is taken to extremes of all kinds of clothes and shoes submerged or drenched in what is called “wetlook.” Other times, they enjoy opaque paint and colorful syrups so they can see the tie-dye–like drips and splatters following the contours of the body where the eye or hand wants to go. Substances can act as an unexpected form of bondage, trapping a splosher in place, whether it’s through the encasing pressure of heavy mud, something liquid that hardens into a crust around the body, the struggle against sucking quicksand, or an environment being coated in so much slipperiness that players keep losing their balance every time they try to regain their composure.

My mind was certainly expanded by this fetish porn and the way it was organized, but exposure therapy didn’t really change my yuck. So I wanted to keep asking myself: If my disinclination isn’t going away, then what is the connection between what I don’t like and what other people like so very much—and what could I possibly learn from that connection?
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If we’re going to get anywhere in my dislike of sploshing, we’re going to have to reckon with clowns.

WAM is kink as humor, as freakshow, as farce, as spit take, as spillage, as buffoonery. It’s accidentally on purpose. It’s the fetish of pratfalls, and nobody does pratfalls better than clowns.

In the theatrical sense, clowns are rule breakers, or more accurately, willfully ignorant of rules of both social and natural order. They are unpredictable and wild goofballs. Above all, a clown is curious. A clown does not, upon encountering an object, recognize or respect its socially agreed-on meaning but will instead try to use it for any other purpose than what is considered appropriate. A circus clown will use it for delight. A hospital clown will use it to relieve suffering. A horror clown will use it to instigate mayhem. And a sex clown will use it for decadence.

Sexy clowns often make use of the contrast between an alluring body and an outlandishly made-up face; this dissonance creates an unease that sparks a fear factor. Clowns are not deliberately subversive—they’re refreshingly unaware of the social constraints of decorum, or gender roles, or the importance of being cool. They like things that bounce because they are bouncy, and this will fascinate them endlessly; crucially, they are motivated to share their fascination with you, their audience. There is an inviting simplicity to this escape from adult responsibility and anxiety.

So a clown is the ideal splosher, or maybe sploshing makes clowns of us all. Many sploshing setups are carnivalesque and crudely flatulent. Sploshers love dunk tanks with the building tension of when the dunkee is going to get soaked, spinning human-sized bull’s-eyes perfect for pelting, and gunge tanks, a contained space for slime slinging.

Like clowns, many WAM porn performers express an exuberant gleefulness, an innocent sense of horseplay. They tap into a time before they knew all the rules or were expected to remember them. Their messiness, like clown makeup, lowers their defenses, rendering them unguarded and open. I suspect wammers enjoy seeing people in that totally open state, reacting to extreme sensations, for the same reason sadomasochists like causing or watching or experiencing pain. Someone’s gasping reaction to being turned into a human root beer float with soda fizzing over cold ice cream is like the reality intensification of pain, but softened.

Clowns have made me inexplicably nervous since I was young, when you could buy a helpful “Can’t Sleep, Clowns Will Eat Me!” shirt at Hot Topic. As with sploshing, it’s not the clowns that are the problem: it’s me. I have been schooled by theater friends on the noble arts of contortion and miming, the classic tradition of the Shakespearean fool, the satirical function of the court jester. It’s not quite a phobia: I can get through an It movie without a full-on panic attack. I’m mostly not a fan of anything that has a strong association with childishness. There’s nothing wrong with accessing feelings of wonder through an association with an innocent time, whether that’s watching cartoons or going to an amusement park. I do not wish to deny anyone this joy. I’m just not particularly nostalgic for a pre-hormonal time of my life or anyone else’s.

Like age play, where someone enjoys imagining themselves as an age other than the one they are now, the sexy potential in clowns comes from existing according to a different set of social constraints than the ones you live with every day. Some age play involves the full infantilization of adult baby diaper lovers, who superimpose their adult capacity for pleasure onto a past they don’t even consciously remember. Age play is about embodying the archetype and sometimes even stereotype represented by different stages of development, sometimes an age the player once was, sometimes an age they’ll likely grow into one day: the precocious teen, the coed jock, the desperate housewife, the sleazy neighbor. Some age players want to intentionally regress to an idealized past self, while others reinvent the kind of person they wished they’d been (like role-playing being a bad kid when you were a good kid, or good because you were bad). For some people, their age play becomes an identity and source of affinity, as is the case with Littles, adult kinksters who get together to color and introduce each other to their stuffed animals. Age play has nothing to do with actual children, just as pup and pony play is not about bestiality.

Clowning, sploshing, and age play all have this in common: a human desire to shrug off norms and let it all go. I’m glad that humanity has the outlet of clowning, just as I’m glad WAM fetishists can release the pressure valve of being a put-together adult.

As for me, I’m probably overly controlled and overly intellectual about sex. Maybe I could do with a little clowning around.
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Besides cakesitting, there’s a kind of WAM I have enjoyed on occasion, and thus it holds a special place in my heart: pieing in the face.

A pro-domme colleague of mine had a client who loved all kinds of what we would fondly call “kitchen sink degradation”—as in, you could throw everything including the kitchen sink at this simp. To begin his scenes, he would dump plastic bags of utter randomness on the hardwood floors of the sleek executive dungeon. Part of the appeal for him was dollar store shopping for what are known as “pervertables”—dowels that double as canes, fly swatters used to electrocute balls, binder clips for quick and dirty clamping. His pre-session shopping trips involved the kind of light exhibitionism where he could handle mundane objects in public, while carrying a secret about what he was going to do with them in private. He wanted to eat wet dog food out of a bowl on the ground, have girls draw insults like “walking abortion” and “useless twat” and “will bark for cum” on him in Sharpie pen, get used as a footstool and ashtray and toilet, do our dishes in a frilly maid’s outfit, stare at the corner wearing a dunce cap, hold coffee enemas in while we jeered at him—that sort of thing.

One day, the kitchen sink sub walked through the front door with a stack of pastel-colored bakery boxes, which he shoved at us wordlessly. Once we gathered around and opened the boxes, we knew exactly what to do. After helping tape down tarps, I accepted a cameo fee to lemon meringue pie him right in the kisser. The reflex response to facial abuse is very difficult to hide, and I found his big reaction to this simple action genuinely laugh-out-loud funny, not to mention diabolical.

WAM has all the elements of a practical joke, in the sense of eliciting a strong and instantaneous response of surprise, disgust, anger, and embarrassment, even if you ask for it, even if you do it to yourself. The whiplash of a prank is part of the appeal, how quickly one can go from normal human to uncontained gasping butt of the joke.

Pieing a man in the face brought to mind not only classic Laurel and Hardy or Blazing Saddles slapstick but also the style of activism known as tactical frivolity. Possibly the most famous political pie assault in American history was against despicable anti-gay celebrity Anita Bryant in 1977. Bryant was giving a televised press conference in Des Moines, Iowa, to promote the hateful lie that the gay civil rights movement was a front to “recruit” children.

“If you don’t flaunt it, who’s going to know you’re a homosexual? What they wanted to do was flaunt it and not lose their jobs because of it,” Bryant declares in footage from this event. “If we were going to go on a crusade across the nation to try to do away with the homosexuals, we certainly would have done it.”

As the video cameras roll, gay rights activist Tom Higgins emerges from the crowd of reporters and smashes Bryant in the face with a banana cream pie. There’s a satisfying splot! noise, a man’s voice saying “Oh ho whoa!” as frantic press shutters click and the foil tin clanks to the table.

“At least it’s a fruit pie,” Bryant sputters scornfully in a failed attempt to regain her dignity as she continues to judge Higgins on mic for his “deviant lifestyle.” As chunks of creamy slop drip from her forehead and cheeks, her buttoned-up sanctimony is reduced in an instant. She looks as ludicrous as her message.

The cameras then whirl on Higgins, who wears a natty plaid suit, holding his hands in the air as he’s escorted from the room. “Thus always to bigots!” he calls out, referring to the Latin phrase sic semper tyrannis, meaning anything bad befalling tyrants is both inevitable and justified.

A member of the Fight Repression of Erotic Expression (FREE) student group at the University of Minnesota, Higgins had been inspired by the Youth International Party’s (or Yippies) methods of countercultural direct action. This tradition of activist theater has continued for decades with the Biotic Baking Brigade, who have pied such bigots as Fred Phelps and Ann Coulter, and European organizations with colorful names like Torte für Menschenfeinde (“pies for misanthropes”) and Internationale des anarchos-pâtissiers (International Pie-Throwing Anarchists).

“You don’t have to revere someone because they’re more powerful than you,” explains Biotic Baking Brigade member Rahula Janowski in a Whispered Media–produced documentary about the group. “Pie is the great equalizer.” The documentary then displays an image of a badge with the slogan “No Remorse” under a figure being pied and the onomatopoeic splooosh! As activist Saul D. Alinsky wrote in Rules for Radicals, “It is almost impossible to counterattack ridicule.”2

Sploshing isn’t just for political pranks either. From a young age, we’re forever terrorizing one another with messy practical jokes, from milkshake and slushie attacks to egging houses to the pig’s blood poured over Carrie on prom night. Both the goofiness and humiliation element of getting dunked by gunk was evident in the use of signature green slime on the cable network Nickelodeon in the 1980s and 1990s. On the sketch comedy You Can’t Do That on Television, slime made of oatmeal colored with lime-green gelatin powder poured from the ceiling onto the heads of teen stars when they said the phrase “I don’t know.” The Super Sloppy Double Dare family game show used buckets of slime as a key component of extremely messy “physical challenges.”

Many popular sploshing activities are staged in a decidedly platonic context as fundraisers for good causes. Raise enough money for a football team? Pie the principal in the face or put the coach in the dunk tank. Wanna go viral and raise money for ALS? Get a bucket of ice water dumped all over you. Even stunts like shaving your head or eyebrows resonate with the same psychology as putting someone in the stocks in the town square: public humiliation, whether punitive or productive, guarantees rubberneckers. In many contexts, attention is exciting whether it’s positive or negative. Sploshers at a play party tend to have the most spectators. It’s a kind of play that requires a ritual of covering your room in tarps, of designating a special tank or tub, or the relative luxury of having outdoor space that no one can spy on. It also attracts the kind of exhibitionist who thrills to the fear of being caught, since a messy person can’t quickly make themselves appear normal again. That’s what it seems many sploshers want: to be so captivating you can’t help but gawk.

All of these activities—fetish turn-ons, political stunts, friendly pranks—function in so many different contexts because their participants innately understand the tension created when humor and fear are combined to produce embarrassment. Instigating involuntary responses to humorous stimulus is a method of letting loose from adult preoccupations. Debasement guides us away from our busy minds toward embodiment. As with sadomasochistic play, humiliation activates our autonomic nervous systems with the illusion of danger: the red flushed cheeks, the heightened pulse, the hyperfocus on the present. Many of us seek the catharsis promised by the purposeful lowering of social status, and many of us are excited by experiencing a loss of control. The emotions of inflicting or receiving humiliation overtake us like an enchantment and stay with us like a bloodstain. If you know what will embarrass you, then you know what will make you forget about anything else for a while.

Whether it’s a pie in the face or green slime dumped from the ceiling, messiness is an emotionally dangerous commitment, even if it seems lighthearted. If you find yourself overwhelmed by being sploshed, your safeword will not make the sensation instantly go away. It takes a long time to get into a scenario that happens suddenly, and even longer to get out of it. Sploshing ruins, tarnishes, contaminates you in a way that takes time to restore. There is something unsettling about how uninhibited someone is once they’ve been sploshed, as if they’ve been infected with delight. Part of the appeal is taking control over something beautiful like a naked person and defiling them.

That said, not all sploshers want to be degraded or consider being messy to be essentially degrading, and sploshing is not always a power struggle or conflict. Not every slinging of mashed potatoes is a food fight and not every wetlook is a wet T-shirt contest, and not all oil slips or mud slides are wrestling. Still, if your goal is to elicit an emotion outside of your control, sploshing might be just the ticket.

Watching the footage of Higgins pieing Bryant, it’s easy to draw the line between humor and kink. Political pranksters are not necessarily getting off on pieing, but their tactics work for the same reason that some people do get off on pieing: the powerful work of humiliation. When you are ridiculed, your power is taken from you instantaneously: any resistance just increases your ridiculousness. Slapstick works for kinky play for the same reason it works for bullies and stunts: embarrassment is an all-consuming and unruly emotion. Sometimes it takes the endurance of shocking sensations in order to get out of our heads and bring us down to size.
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Some wammers choose foods as sploshing material for qualities of taste and smell. The game is cleaning your lover with your mouth, as natural body scents commingle with the flavors of batters and butters. Personally, I love food as romance, the aphrodisiac oyster as date foreplay or the sweet indulgence of ice cream as aftercare. But my primary interest in food is eating it. Tasting it, being nourished by it, treating and being treated, calories as energy, shopping at the farmers market or bodega and preparing my haul to encourage an indulgence in tastiness and mouthfeel. I love getting barbecue sauce all over my face when I’m eating ribs, but only so I can twist my tongue as far back as it can go to get every last drip of umami. The idea of being totally immersed in barbecue sauce just makes me sad: more on my skin means less on my tastebuds.

Sploshing, on the other hand, is mostly about how foodstuff reacts when you’re using it for something other than eating. Wammers consider a food’s texture, weight, how it responds to the body, how it changes from solid to liquid with cold or heat and also transfers that temperature, and how it moves and can be made to move by other objects. How it squirts, drizzles, drips, splats, spreads, sprays, and fizzes.

Which brings us to the food fight. Whether you’ve participated in one in a cafeteria, or delighted in classic scenes from Hook or Fried Green Tomatoes, slinging sloppy food can give a platonic sense of the unruly joy of WAM. There are messy ritual traditions the world over, like the annual La Tomatina festival in which twenty thousand tourists descend on the small town of Buñol, Spain, to spend an hour pelting one another with overripe tomatoes, slipping and sliding about in the saucy result. Sitcom food fights (Cheers, The Nanny) are childish wish fulfillment, a device to show characters pushed to the edge of their patience or over the brink of good manners. Otherwise polite adults revert to some primal state where they need to defend their dignity by destroying a friend. People ordinarily practiced in civilized restraint turn themselves over to their base instincts in a match to see who can fight dirtier, literally. Eventually, they end up chests heaving with exertion, drenched and sweaty and admitting they’d better clean themselves up.

I’ve never been in a food fight; again, occasional pie attacks notwithstanding, I just can’t get over the idea of it being wasteful. However, I did once tap into the exhilaration of being covered in sugary slop when I was asked by a friend to play a bit part in his zero-budget zombie movie. We mixed our own fake blood out of red dye and karo syrup. Another actress chomped on my neck in an alleyway, and I loudly spat out gobs of sugary blood, inspired to convulsions of extravagantly theatrical death. Once we started getting worked up, we couldn’t seem to come down from the thrill of excess. Several takes later, my syrup-splattered friends and I stumbled giggling down to the local dive bar to hose off in their backyard. The day drinkers jumped to their feet in concern, mistaking us for real victims of violence. We collapsed in hysterical laughter. The substance that looked serious but felt silly gave us permission to be rude as hell. The youthful, joyous euphoria I felt that day helped me to understand the appeal of WAM. When you’re that gory looking, it doesn’t make much sense to act like someone who is remotely put together.

But that case was very much an exception to the norm for me. The first time I remember being disturbed—and not in a good way—by cultural food play was when I saw the cover of The Who Sell Out (1967) while shopping for used records in Santa Cruz. Looking a little dazed, the iconic hard rock band’s lead singer, Roger Daltrey, is sloppily eating baked beans in a bathtub while clutching an oversized Heinz can. “Get saucy,” the cover instructs like a demented advertisement. Almost a decade later, the Ken Russell movie adaptation of the Who’s rock opera Tommy (1975) took this beans bit to a psychedelic level.

Glamour queen Ann-Margret, as Tommy’s mother Nora Walker, guzzles champagne and watches television in a pristine white room of thick pile carpet and satin curtains. Singing about wealth and fame, she descends into a nervous breakdown over the success of her pinball wizard son. As the scene becomes increasingly surreal, she smashes the TV set, which sprays her silver knit jumpsuit with soap suds. She reacts orgiastically, as if she’s in one of the commercials she’s been watching. Then, she is bowled over by a torrent of syrupy baked beans.

Instead of reacting in horror, Nora continues her ecstatic undulations. When melted chocolate bursts next from the TV, she totally succumbs to the sludge. Spinning in her egg chair, she splatters her own portrait and reflection in the mirror and crushes a bouquet of white flowers. She humps a cushion as if she were the mustard on a hot dog.

When her husband walks into the room, she’s writhing on her white fur coat, everything still in its pure state. The sludge, the mess, the chaos is gone, implying that the whole extravaganza took place in her broken mind. It’s impossible not to consider the production of the movie, how this ending scene must have been filmed out of order, before the beans soaked the set and the actress. Even in cinema, part of the impact of sploshing is changing something in a way that takes time to restore, or is impossible to ever restore.

Your taste for beans on toast may vary, but the copious quantities unleashed in this classic rock spectacle are certainly meant to elicit a strong reaction. Mine was of squirmy discomfort, but the scene has undoubtedly been a sploshing root for many young fetishists. Rewatching the movie after thinking so deeply about sploshing, I picked up on the unique quality of baked beans: Ann-Margret is practically swimming through this sugary soup, while the armfuls of beans themselves are soft but contained objects, like balloons ripe for the popping. As she crushes each discrete bean, the liquid syrup thickens, devolving into a slurry that a gorgeous human body melts into.

The scene illustrates both the abject and absurd qualities of fetish sploshing. We often use the word absurd synonymously with silly, bizarre, even clownish scenarios. In philosophical and artistic contexts, absurdism is the tension between the apparent meaninglessness of existence and our persistent search for meaning. Images or actions that don’t seem to make sense—like a beautiful body making baked bean angels—remind us of how futile it is to search for purpose, and also that it’s in our nature to try anyway. Tommy’s mother is going mad in the face of consumerism and guilt. Unable to accept her lack of control, she hallucinates a complete loss of it.

Sploshing may evoke innocent play, wonder, and access to the dreamstate, but like many kinks, it also plays with what philosopher Julia Kristeva calls the “abject” in her 1980 book, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection.

Abjection describes the strong reaction we have to blurring the lines between self and other. While this can refer to a dead body, it can also describe our knee-jerk revulsion to filth and vermin. The abject reminds us of not only our own mortality but also the possibility that consciousness may be an illusion that could dissolve into the universe at any moment, like the bleeding ink splatters of a Ralph Steadman drawing.

Gazing at the online gallery of a photographer by the name of Slimelord, who covers graceful models in jewel-toned sticky synthetic goo, I’m struck by the fact that bodies covered in bright colors lose their form. They seem to be experiencing a vacation from everything it means to be a coherent human. Slimed human bodies create a porousness with the rest of the world.

That eww, gross! reaction I have to Ann-Margret swimming in beans may be the same reflex that makes it difficult for me to deal with cockroaches in my apartment. And just as some people are charmed by roaches and their defiance of death, so too does the splosher find the human form encased in gunk to be a thing of transcendent beauty.

If disgust reminds us of our mortality, then an intentional mess may be like the ego death of an acid trip. The way sploshing blends bodies, makes their forms literally slippery, breaks down the boundary between the subject and the outside world—all of this is a reminder that those boundaries never really existed in the first place. Sploshing may be nothing short of a dramatization of our distinctive self as illusion reinforced by society’s standards of politeness.

Sploshing may also briefly emulate insanity in a way that alcohol and mind-altering substances can, granting permission to act as fucking crazy as life makes you feel sometimes. In a world where reality is often the construction of television commercials, disenfranchising medical institutions, and constricting social rules about propriety, the madness of sploshing can provide necessary relief for people who need it most.

Kinks that create an ironic space for willing violence (S/M, CNC) and living experiences of death (cannibalism) or extreme body changes from arousal (fisting) certainly utilize the abject. That is the liberating possibility of BDSM. Instead of turning away from terrifying ugliness, we embrace it.
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Katherine Gates’s landmark fetish guide Deviant Desires: Incredibly Strange Sex (2000) was an invaluable reference for this project, and its WAM chapter is full of the exact kinds of sploshing visuals I usually don’t care to linger on, even after working long and hard to interrogate my particular yuck. Flipping through it again, though, I paused on a picture that I saw in a new light, as if I’d never noticed it before. Among images of leather boots submerged in oil baths, a man named Sludgemaster sitting in a mud puddle wearing a rubber gas mask, and a woman named Candy Custard with one hand between her legs and a Tesco pudding box in the other, is a relatively tame photograph of a woman captured midair falling sideways into a swimming pool.

In this pictorial commissioned by Dian Hanson for the magazine Leg Show, the model wears a floral summer dress with stockings and garters, her hair and makeup done. There’s a little bit of Marilyn Monroe’s iconic Seven Year Itch subway grate pose about her: this isn’t what she expected, but she figures she might as well enjoy it. She doesn’t look like she slipped accidentally or was pushed maliciously. She doesn’t look like she’s exerting herself doing something sporty. She doesn’t look upset that her perfect look is about to be soaked. Like Ann-Margret, her situation cannot be staged or simulated; this woman is going to get wet. The invisible force of gravity stands in for the orgasmic point of no return, reveling in the moment instead of racing to the finish line, the tension right before a transformation. It’s like Thelma and Louise’s car frozen midair, their road trip and righteous friendship never ending. Or the “Ode on a Grecian Urn” lovers locked eternally in the moment before consummation, or Vladimir and Estragon, who are still very much Waiting for Godot. It’s a picture of unrequited love.

I think the real key to unlocking the turn-on of sploshing is the appeal of the reaction shot. The open-mouth gasp when a pie is being slung, the involuntary flailing of the hands when slime is hurdling through the air. This is what wammers love to see, to feel, to stage for others. Like sadomasochists who trust pain as much if not more than pleasure, wammers are trying to get down to what is really real. The Leg Show model falling calmly into the pool is unique in her acceptance. She’s not trying to fix anything; like a clown, she is nonsensically exuding an unflappable resignation that doesn’t match her situation at all.

I had to practice acceptance too. The acceptance that after all of this asking why people are into sploshing, I still really don’t like it. But regardless of whether or not I feel inclined to experiment with it, I think I appreciate it more now that I’ve pushed past my yucks. The point of the inquiry is not to be converted. The point is not to change my libidinal response but to change how I think about that response. To cherish its existence even if I don’t understand it.

I can only conclude that sploshing lovers must simply be more comfortable than I am sitting in a state of dissolution. Instead of existential anxiety, they find erotic delight in the idea that their consciousness may be an illusion, that the corporeal form housing that consciousness gestated before they began to remember and will one day decompose. Sploshing might be a pleasurable act of practicing for death.

When my best friend asked me to officiate her wedding, I researched one of the rituals they were incorporating into the ceremony: the Jewish tradition of smashing a glass. I discovered much richness of meaning. We break the glass to be reminded that even during our most joyful celebrations, suffering and destruction continues elsewhere in the world. As perfectly self-centered as we would like a moment of love to be, whether it’s a wedding or a fetish party, we are connected to—and some would argue, responsible for—healing the suffering of others.

Another meaning of the glass smashing is an invocation that, as Octavia Butler observed in The Parable of the Sower, “the only lasting truth is change.” Some things—like the wedding glass, like Lindsay Dye’s cakes—are irreparable. Our actions, our choices, transform some things forever, and we have to let go of what we can’t control about the past. Some damaged things are worth trying to put back together, but we must embrace the ways that, once broken, they will never be the same. In the Japanese art of kintsugi, shattered ceramics are repaired with lacquer and gold so that we can appreciate the beauty of the seams themselves. The whole point is that we don’t pretend something is whole or pure when it has actually been through some shit. “There is a crack in everything,” Leonard Cohen once intoned, reminding us “that’s how the light gets in.”

Sploshing lovers have an innate appreciation for the tension symbolized by the glass-smashing ritual. It’s the Talmudic expression gilu be’readah, “rejoice with trepidation” or “rejoice with trembling.” It’s the playful, uninhibited mischief of Splosh! models combined with Lindsay Dye’s melancholy destruction. It’s the surreal silliness of Roger Daltrey in the bathtub of baked beans combined with the tragic madness of Ann-Margret writhing in it. It’s anxiety at the bacchanal, wholeness and brokenness coexisting. Orgasm may break that tension, but the angst never really leaves us: that’s why sex is such a sustainable stress relief.

Maybe this is why Lindsay Dye’s cakesits are the closest I’ve gotten to getting into sploshing. Her crushed cakes are a reminder that we can’t get too attached to our creations: eventually, everything beautiful will rot. Why not make art out of that inevitability? Why not giggle about it? Why not get off on it? It might be Dye’s mournful acceptance that things fall apart, hearts break, bodies decay, that helps me to open myself up to disgusting mess instead of shutting my eyes tight.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Bimbofication
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“When I talk with new play partners about what turns me on, I often say, “I like to feel like a toy.” Before I transitioned, I was into forced feminization, which allowed for a level of femininity that I otherwise had no access to. But since transitioning, I have often felt a pressure to not present too femme. There is this feminist critique that “the feminine” is a creation of male fantasy and, for me, bimboification is a revolt against this idea that you could ever be too femme. It incorporates my love of extremes—of having desires not just fulfilled but overwhelmed—and of feeling like a cherished object. As a bimbo, I get to play a character that’s one part Marilyn Monroe, one part Mae West, and all parts feral slut. And how can you not love that?”

— Kitty, she/her, filmmaker
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In 2017, an artist who goes by the username Sortimid posted an illustration to the website DeviantArt. The piece shows five iterative stages of a woman undergoing a particular kind of transformation as she walks left to right across the screen.

Stage One: The woman’s skin is so tan it’s orange. Her stilettos and platforms are sky-high, lacing up her long legs. She wears a bubblegum-pink minidress that looks as sprayed on as her tan. She’s heavily made up and her bottle-blond hair is voluminous. She carries a small clutch only big enough for cherry ChapStick, a smartphone for selfies, possibly some blow. She bares a giant grin and swishes her hips assertively. Her tits and ass look augmented by cosmetic surgery or obsessively toned by exercise, held in place by shapewear that plumps up her cleavage and presses her belly down. Of course, she doesn’t need Spanx or a Brazilian butt lift any more than she needs a thought in her head: she is a cartoon, the kind that inspires wolves to whistle.

Regardless of the types of people you find attractive, you will recognize her as a sex symbol. She is both rewarded and derided for being so good at this. She is, in a word, a bimbo.

Stage Two: With a cheesecake pinup whoopsie!, our bimbo bends over to find a thick untitled book in her path. Merely noticing the book has caused hairspray to seep from her head, changed her minidress to a pencil skirt and tube top, grown her purse, and slightly lowered her heels.

Stage Three: In a surprising show of sentience, the bimbo has picked up the book but still appears confused about what its purpose or function might be. She’s getting there, though, and in the meantime: her skirt has split into capri pants, her hair honeyed, her sleeves grown long, her heels kitten.

Stage Four: Our bimbo has gained the universal sign of intelligent life: she’s brunette now, baby! She’s got sneakers, her midriff is covered, her tan melted away, and she is READING! THE! BOOK!

In her fifth and final form, the bimbo’s transformation into “regular girl” is complete. She’s gone from Jenna Jamesoni to Sasha Grey;ii if you jerk off to her now, you are a confirmed sapiosexual.iii Her pale ankles and wrists are covered, her boots sensible, her hoodie and jeans dark, and—get this!—her bag is so big that now it’s gotta be slung on her back! She’s carrying the book under her arm, but you know she’s got more books in that bag. This messy-bun brunette is heading to the library for more!

As a fetish cartoonist, Sortimid specializes in bimbofication, a fetish activity in which a person of any gender is transformed into a bubbly, insatiably horny, empty-headed, smooth-brained, fun-loving, hyperfeminine creature. In the popular online art iteration of this fetish, a “normal” person is shown going through the paces of becoming a bimbo. Breasts explode out of blouses, cappuccinos become frappuccinos, white lab coats give way to cinched corsets, brows once furrowed in thought are smoothed.

What makes this particular piece distinct from Sortimid’s usual style is that it was created in response to a commission request for a portrait of de-bimbofication. After leaving the fetish art space and going viral on Tumblr and Twitter, the illustration became the subject of niche controversy. Out of context, it seemed to be a statement that reading books and caring about your appearance are mutually exclusive. Or that no booksmart woman would put energy into conspicuously courting sexual attention. Sortimid has publicly stated that that was not the intention of his exercise. But fetish logic is rarely political logic; you can’t always invert the sequence of a fetish and get a mirrored meaning.
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The discourse around the reverse bimbofication illustration, which has been codified on the internet database Know Your Meme as “Bimbo Picks Up a Book” was part of an online cultural surge reclaiming the bimbo, along with her counterpart the himbo, and even the nonbinary thembo. The himbo is Rocky Horror in gold lamé shorts and washboard abs, whose mad scientist creator promises to use the Charles Atlas method that was advertised to nerds in 1950s comic books: “I manufacture weaklings into MEN!” is a himbofication if there ever was one. And the thembo is reimagining androgyny to be truly whatever the fuck they want. The bimbo/himbo/thembo is an icon of twenty-first-century gender-bending because they are extreme enough in their gender expression to undermine the very concept of gender roles.

Bimboism, as it’s known on the social media platform TikTok, is the idea that we should all be free to express our gender in attention-grabbing, overtly sexy ways, if we so choose.

Conventionally, bimbo is a derogatory and chauvanistic term used to suggest that women preoccupied with superficial beauty have nothing going on between their ears. Bimboism, then, is an epithet-reclamation project in the tradition of slut, bitch, whore, faggot, queer, and so on: a process that finds joy in being unabashedly who you are, while defanging anyone who would use those words to try and tear someone down. Your gender truth might not be pigtails and heart-shaped barrettes, but the bimbo, in her infectious expression of liking what she likes, just might inspire you to quit judging others and be very blatant about whatever it is you do like.

The wonderous thing about bimboism is that it defies the idea of innate, “natural” gender. It understands that all gender is a fantasy. All gender expression is practicing dollification (a fetish related to bimbofication that converts the subject into a living plaything) on yourself; it just depends on what kind of toy you want to be or think you should be: He-Man, Rainbow Brite, My Little Pony, Care Bear. The suffix -fication implies that gender is something that you need to change yourself into, or allow someone else to change you into. The bimbo can be very helpful inspiration for playing with gender, whether it’s erotically, artistically, or as a way to affirm the fundamentals of who you really are: she’s a reminder that divisions between masculinity and femininity are made up in the first place. As evidenced by “Bimbo Picks Up a Book,” a bimbo is defined by her lack of intelligence. Her ditziness is directly correlated to her sex appeal, and her sex appeal is directly related to her hypergirliness. She’s dumb cuz she’s hot, and she’s hot cuz she’s dumb. She’s just a girl. This notion is based, of course, on a misogynistic disrespect of attractiveness. The bimbo knows that people love to look at her, that her clothes are fun. She is confident in her worth and she’s having a good time being herself. If your sexual fantasy is to wipe your mind clean of distractions so you can be a creature of pure sensation, then the bimbo is a handy archetype to embody.

Sometimes, you don’t want to be a fully integrated self during sex. You don’t always want to think about your bills or trauma or the book you’ve been reading when you’re trying to please and be pleased. Bimbofication offers a clear delineation between the moaning, cumming, uninhibited sex object you dream of being and the mild-mannered alter ego you have to be the rest of the time. You might not want to literally look and act like a dumb blond in bed, but the dumb blond can be a marvelous symbol of something many of us do want to be: someone whose simple existence is dedicated only to being admired and enjoying herself. No thoughts, just vibes. A crucial part of bimbofication is that eventually, when the party’s over, you will need to put on some sensible shoes and pick up your book again. But the bimbo is always inside you, ready to swell out of proportion whenever you need her; she’s a part of who you really were all along.

Another meme, this one from 2022 and created by writer and podcaster cosima bee concordia on her Instagram account @bimbo.theory, nicely sums up my hopes for a genderfucked future. A Tom of Finland leather daddy grabs his considerable bulge; next to him, Jessica Rabbit (human wife of Roger) clutches a microphone in a posture that can only be described as va-va-voom! The daddy’s muscles strain against his boots, jeans, motorcycle jacket, and hat. Jessica Rabbit’s sparkling red dress is slit to high heaven. Neither of their proportions are remotely realistic. Their powers of seduction are aggressive, unmistakable, irresistible.

Between them, cosima has placed the assertion: “The Age of Gender Minimalism is over. The Age of Gender Maximalism has come.”

Maximalism is the postmodern aesthetic idea of excess for excess’s sake. Instead of restraint, indulgence. Instead of polite order, raunchy chaos. No one wants to live in a world where you must look like a Gengoroh Tagame illustration or Dolly Parton in order to be worthy of sexual attention, intimacy, love, or pleasure. But exaggerated gender archetypes expose the truth that nothing about gender is innate or natural or necessary. In which case, you can choose whatever gender you want.

The Instagram caption for @bimbo.theory’s meme riffs on Judith Butler’s 1980 poststructuralist concept of gender as performative: “Gender,” cosima suggests, “is just an elaborate hot role-play we all do together.”

If gender is performative, and performance is entertainment, then gender performance can be delightful both for the entertainer and the audience. Enjoyment of your own gender performance, nature or nurture, is what therapist and author Lucie Fielding calls “gender pleasure” in her book Trans Sex.1 She tells me that she wanted a term more attainable and sustainable than “gender euphoria.”

“I define gender pleasure as the pleasure one can feel in/with one’s embodied experience of (a)gender, whether that’s: encountering things out in the world that feel in alignment with one’s embodied sense of (a)gender, or that are ‘(a)gender relevant’; feeling affirmed in one’s (a)gender within social, sexual, and/or intimate contexts,” Fielding says.iv

I see the bimbo, the himbo, and the androgynous thembo as gender expression outside of the binary. A bimbo is not a woman, nor a himbo strictly a man; they are only the glamour, only the attraction factor, only the sexuality. Transgender people need the rights that they are currently being denied, and they also need and deserve pleasure. Not every trans person prefers gender campiness; but there is a beauty in this extreme, this extraness, that could have the power to shake everyone out of our collective self-seriousness about gender, hopefully forever.

The notion of gender pleasure has been weaponized, fetishized, misunderstood, and explored by people of all identities. In a world where trans visibility has increased but anti-trans bigots still maintain political power, what does it mean for all of us—trans, intersex, cis, nonbinary, genderqueer, gender fluid, agender, and otherwise—to take erotic pleasure in our gender identity, as that identity settles and also as it continues to evolve throughout our lives? Could gender excess be the path to liberation from the constricting binary? What if the gender presentations that we have long associated with pleasing others are actually what we do to please ourselves?
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At the dungeon, we were all encouraged by our boss, the founder of the space and a longtime pro-domme herself, to set boundaries around the types of sessions we would and wouldn’t do. One of her limits surprised me: she wouldn’t see clients who requested “cross-dressing.”

These clients, who almost always identified as cisgender men, loved getting dressed up in lacy lingerie and gaudily rouged cheeks, playing their idea of the female role in erotic situations. In “forced feminization” scenes ranging in tone from lighthearted slumber party to horrific medical experiment, we would role-play that they were being transformed against their will. The forced aspect is not always a part of feminization scenes, but as we’ve explored, any consensual nonconsent allows us to play psychological tricks on ourselves, to experience the thing we want in the context of the devil making us do it.

My boss, a straight woman who dressed for comfort and drove a truck when she wasn’t in session, told me that over the years, she had grown more and more offended by the way these men behaved when they got the chance to “become” women. To give themselves permission to be silly or sensual, many such clients seemed to believe they had to be coaxed and bullied into being “sissies.” Womanhood was thereby reduced to the stringy wigs and stale old eyeshadow pallets we provided, to high-pitched giggles and breathy moans, to the feel of dollar-store pantyhose on shaved legs.v

In my own time with cross-dressing clients, however, I saw the ways that being in kinky fantasy spaces allowed them to break free of suffocating sexual tropes, to lose themselves in a horny prismatic gender, even embody a fluid and/or ultrafemme aspect to their identity that they didn’t know how to express otherwise in our transphobic society.

In the dungeon, the dominatrix was a paragon of high-femme adornment, training submissive men in the supposedly organic wisdom of her gender. In reality, I was trying on this kind of glamour and ultrafemininity for the first time.

Two things helped me to fall in love with mani-pedis and skin creams and click-clacking around in dramatically slanted stilettos in my 20s, despite rejecting these sartorial amusments growing up. One was that I was making cash money to do it, which was much more motivating than the Seventeen magazines and peer pressures of my adolescence. Second, I was surrounded by beautiful naked women encouraging me to develop my own style.

Most of my colleagues were much more experienced with makeup, hair, lingerie, jewelry, heels, nails, lotion, and perfume, much more confident in products, styling, shapes, and colors than I was. Some of them were sweetly excited about my ineptitude, eagerly turning me into a doll they could experiment on. I smelled the sizzle of flat irons as they tugged at my hair from behind, I squeezed eyelash glue nervously along the rinds of falsies as they timed me, I sat on the cold linoleum and snapped their garters into place every day for weeks until I could do it with my eyes closed.

As their hands and tools stroked my body, conditioning me in more ways than one, I felt an ASMR buzz all over. If I felt objectified, it was as an exalted precious object, like a car being tuned up under my hood, my exteriors waxed until I shined.vi A colleague turned to me out of the blue one day, snapping, “What is your skin care routine?” When I sheepishly replied that I had none, she marched me into the bathroom, sternly showing me how to cleanse, moisturize, and always wear sunscreen. I have done this every single day since. That’s all it took for me to learn to care for myself in this way. A little feminine superiority.

If this sounds familiar, it should. Despite being assigned female at birth, I was just as enchanted as any dude could have been by confident pros guiding me into a realm of prettiness, and I needed every bit as much coaching. I would get femme trained by my colleagues, and minutes later I would lead clients into session rooms and train them to be femme too. I’m hardly the first person to observe that drag is drag no matter your resting gender, your genitals, your orientation, your motivation. Not to put too fine a point on it, but most sex workers know we are drag artists. Much in the same way that pro wrestlers exaggerate their own masculinity, the dominatrix is a femme maximalist entertainer. The fact that a cis woman can feel like a drag queen speaks to the performative nature of gender expression, of both drag as an art and cross-dressing as a fetish.

By and large, my cross-dressing clients didn’t want to be women. They wanted to be bimbos! They embodied their own ideas of insatiable sluts and campy cartoons. Maximalist girls, exaggerated girls, megawatt girls. They wanted satin corsets, jewel tones, iridescent glitter, fishnets, freesia body spray. They spoke like Betty Boop and did their best to stiffly dance along to Prince songs.vii

They saw this glamour as sparkling dynamite to bust them out of the prison of their toxic masculinity, even if just for a few hours, even if only superficially. I didn’t find these fantasies a reminder of the awful pressures of girliness I had initially rejected; gender-bending in the dungeon showed me that I had been positioned to see femme all wrong. The bimbo is an archetype, a shimmering human invention waiting to be embodied by anyone who cares to summon her. It’s the choice to play with gender as an adult, as opposed to a lifetime of imposed messaging about what kind of gender you can and can’t be, that generates the erotic pleasures of cross-dressing. I enjoyed being bullied into girliness by my fellow pro-dommes, so I empathized with our clients, regardless of the gender trajectory that led us to femme power play. All of the qualities that we expressed as feminine—from soft clothes to luscious scents to sucking cock—had belonged to all of us the whole time.

I get why a cis dominatrix wouldn’t want to participate in forced feminization. I also get why many trans people, trans women in particular, find the existence of transvestitism to be so painful. When you have to fight so hard every day for the fundamental dignity and civil rights of your gender, it can be agonizing to see someone treat that gender as frivolous. Cross-dressing clients were often annoyingly reductive, like young adults on rumspringa, gorging themselves on the sugar high of femininity after being denied it for so long.

It was clear to me that some of these fetishists liked cross-dressing sessions because it happened to be the variation on humiliation that their submissive tendencies had alighted on, emasculation being one of a hundred ways of having your social status lowered by a dominatrix. Others would have liked to wear dresses and bubblegum-flavored lip gloss more often, including in situations where they weren’t necessarily aroused. Still others weren’t actually cross-dressers at all, but closeted or crypto-transgender women. The kinky space was the only one they knew where they could be themselves using what they saw as a safe, private, and limited method. Some of them would transition eventually, and some would keep that part of themselves compartmentalized their entire lives.

All three of these categories of person deserve the space to explore their gender expression through erotic fantasy. Some cross-dressing fetishists are cis. Some trans women are butch. Some drag artists are straight. There’s no one way to do or be any of these things, and while we can experiment with identity through art and erotics, we shouldn’t conflate persona with personhood. Most importantly, trans people of all kinds deserve an existence that is both sexually liberated and not constantly sexualized. I would love to report that we have reached the point in the gender revolution where cross-dressing is redundant because there is nothing to cross. But erotics are still a viable way for us to explore who we really are, or would like to be.
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“Sissy porn did make me trans,” Andrea Long Chu declares in her 2019 book Females: A Concern. It’s a provocation—and she knows it. She knows that powerful and influential transphobes conflate gender identity with fetishistic and taboo desires in order to deny trans people rights: bigots do this because it works. Fear mongering about sex is a very effective political strategy, whether it’s perpetuating the myths that porn warps our minds, that kinky people have no boundaries, or that queer adults groom children by simply existing. Despite the risky controversy she’s courting, Chu needs us to know that arousal can show us what is possible. She celebrates bimboism as affirming in its very artificiality: “From the perspective of gender, then, we’re all dumb blondes.”2

In her book, Chu describes the kind of porn that gave her “a neat allegory for my desire to be female.” Her tastes gravitated to amateur Tumblr posts where images of women were reappropriated with the fantasy that they were former men who had been sissified by cisgender women, much like my cross-dressing clients. Porn that stars actual trans people has long existed. So has cross-dressing erotica. But it was the specific kind of second-person address content, popularized in the online videos produced by sex workers and sold through digital clip stores, that inspired Chu. This porn doesn’t just depict forced feminization; it claims to have the power to actively force feminize.

Obviously, many people have been turned on by sissy porn and not transitioned. This is the fallacy at the heart of most anti-porn arguments: one person’s reaction to an image is made to stand in for the entire medium and the entire audience. Moreover, if porn can help someone get in touch with something true about themselves, then it’s doing the best thing any art, no matter how crude, can do: use fiction to help us know ourselves better, and to make us feel less alone.

Porn, in all its offensive reflections of our throbbing collective id, can teach us a lot about ourselves precisely by being so extra, with its extreme secondary sexual characteristics, extreme gaping, extreme squirting, extremely stamina-challenging intercourse positions. A lot of people read porn very literally, and interpret its meaning when they’re not turned on, which (to continue with my WWE comparison) is like going to a wrestling match and screaming for help because it appears to you that someone is being attacked. Fantasies, whether conjured in the throes of horniness or in a drag performance, are simultaneously delightful and insulting; oftentimes this comes down to not only point of view but mood. Like all forms of entertainment, porn often both depicts and contributes to harmful stereotypes. But it’s a mistake to believe that porn is somehow more culpable than rom-coms, action-adventure, billboard advertising, children’s toys, self-help newsletters, lifestyle brands, or social media influencers in perpetuating burdensome gender norms. Scapegoating porn is not going to solve the problems of social oppression; in fact, embracing the importance of erotic art of all kinds in society can help us to better understand our true nature.

Porn also helped me to self-actualize my gendered sexuality, my sexualized gender. It was the first media I ever saw that depicted women as sexually aggressive instead of demure. The best porn stars in the biz have the talent of making an internal experience into an external performance, cheating out to the camera, projecting to the proverbial cheap seats, turning the amplification of their sensations up to eleven. In my early sexual experiences, when I was treated like my drive and my orgasms were too much, porn was the place I turned in order to feel validated. If porn stars can scream and grind like that, I concluded, then it’s my partners who are the problem, not me.

There’s a beautiful sequence in Torrey Peters’s novel Detransition, Baby (2021) that details the many moments in the young life of Amy, a trans woman and one of the book’s protagonists, where she explores her gender identity through her sexuality. Masturbating while wearing a thrift-store bra, imagining herself as the woman she’s fucking while she’s fucking her, watching trans porn, shopping at a “Glamour Boutique” full of French maid outfits and petticoats. These scenes are all portrayed as anxiety-riddled and shame-drenched, punctuated with fleeting moments of gender euphoria. The anxiety and shame come not so much from the dawning realization that she is trans but because Amy—like all of us, and yet more acutely than some of us—has to cope with life in a transphobic society.

Obviously being a woman is not all dressing up in beautiful clothes and orgasming from penetration. You can, in fact, do those things without being a woman, and be a woman without ever doing those things. Plainly, though, the very girliness of girly things can be exciting, just as the very butchness of masculine things can be exciting—as can the pleasing dissonance of all kinds of androgyny. Being aroused by feminine stereotypes is not an endorsement of strict gender expression corresponding to genitals, just as being turned on by pain is not an acceptance of battery, being turned on by rape fantasies is not a betrayal of consent culture, and being turned on by cash is not an implicit endorsement of capitalism. Both the real Andrea and the fictional Amy know all too well that gender identity is much more tedious than gender fantasy.

Everybody’s gender hurts sometimes.

It’s a mistake for queer people to distance erotics from gender identities and sexual orientations. That’s respectability politics at play, the same ideology positing that once the right to same-sex marriage was won in the US Supreme Court, Pride parades should ban chest harnesses and assless skirts.

The lexicon of gender variance has evolved dramatically in the past fifty years. Some slurs have been reclaimed, some words previously used by people to describe themselves are now considered offensive. Contemporary queer discourse has an especially painful relationship to the word transvestite, even with beloved classics like The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975). One of the most famous trans women in the world, Laverne Cox, struck that nerve when she played the role of Dr. Frank-N-Furter in a 2016 remake. Some critics felt Cox was furthering the hostile confusion between what makes a trans woman a woman and what makes a cis man, like the role’s originator Tim Curry, a man dressing up in sparkling lingerie.viii

When cis actors play trans characters in films from Boys Don’t Cry (1999) to Dallas Buyers Club (2013) to The Danish Girl (2015), they are often given critical accolades and treated as “brave.” The myth of the trans person being “a boy in a dress” or “a girl in a chest binder” contributes to the very violence and social discrimination that are dramatized in those films. Real trans people are subjected to microaggressions and abuse and disenfranchisement. Cis actors put on gender-appropriate formal wear to accept awards for portraying trans tragedies. Increasingly, it’s accepted that trans actors should play trans roles. But what about gender-bending characters like those that dance around in sequins and fishnets in movies like Rocky Horror, singing about being “sweet transvestites”?

Cox spoke out about her controversial casting in interviews, citing legendary trans and sex work activists Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson as examples of gender-nonconforming women who founded their own group, Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR), in the 1960s. The term transvestite may be “antiquated,”3 according to Cox, but that doesn’t impede her joy in playing such a sexually extravagant character.

“Frank-N-Furter is an alien from the planet Transsexual in the galaxy of Transylvania. This is not vérité. It’s a fantasy,” Cox said to Out magazine. Trans people shouldn’t have to choose between dignified gender identity and playful gender imagination. Performance art of all kinds has always been a place for transgressive and transcendent messing around with masculine and feminine expression.

Glitter punk icon Iggy Pop once said, “I’m not ashamed to dress ‘like a woman’ because I don’t think it’s shameful to be a woman.”4 Still, at his live shows with the Stooges in the early 1970s, Iggy understood innately that wearing metallic paint and thigh-high platform boots would be just as shocking to audiences as violent antics like crawling through broken glass. Many of Iggy’s glam-rock contemporaries—David Bowie, Marc Bolan, Freddie Mercury, Roxy Music—wore skintight bodysuits and flouncy dresses and eye liner and glitter to express rebellion from the status quo as much as identity. Soon after, Prince emerged not only as “the patron saint of sluts” but also as a flamboyant high-heeled dancing “not a woman, not a man, something that you will never understand.”

This punk tradition of gender transgression has evolved into a twenty-first-century stance where glam is a gender unto itself. R&B artist Janelle Monáe traded stiff suits and pompadours for soft juicy feminine nudity when they came out as nonbinary. Their public persona is an illustration for the masses that transness does not move in one direction from assigned female at birth to masculine presentation, or assigned male at birth to feminine presentation. Transness can zig and zag, existing somewhere in between and beyond any concept we’ve yet invented about what a man or woman should be.

In 2023, the camp art of drag has come under renewed political threat by the same conservatives who want to suppress porn, trans rights, and kink at Pride. Drag queens—with their signature rudeness, lip-synching, and contouring—have emerged from underground gay bars with the massive success of RuPaul’s Drag Race competition TV show and have become a staple of mainstream pop culture. Over the years, that show has demonstrated that some drag performers are trans women and some are cis men. Although they’ve rarely been featured on Drag Race, cis women also get in on the fun as “hyper queens” and drag kings. Cis and trans people doing drag alongside one another is a beautiful illustration of the performative nature of gender signifiers, whose pleasures can and should be available to everyone. But drag going mainstream means that bigoted fears of gender performance have also gained a bigger platform. And sexuality is at the root of those fears—even if it’s totally absent from the performance.

Like Anita Bryant with a face covered in fruit pie, trans-exclusionary radical feminists (TERFs) and other anti-trans bigots are ridiculous for a lot of reasons. It’s ridiculous to deny that sexual desire is a part of how we conceive of and explore our identity. It’s also ridiculous to assume that someone with a different identity than yours doesn’t have good boundaries around when, and a sense of judgment about where, they express their sexuality. This is one of the things bigots try to steal from us: bigotry is the opposite of imagination and curiosity. There is no question that many people realized they were queer the first time they saw David Bowie’s sequined jumpsuits or Tim Curry’s rhinestone pumps or Yvie Oddly’s found-object looks, much like Chu self-actualized through forced-feminization Tumblr posts and Amy found herself in a Glamour Boutique. The excitement of creativity, of fashion, of music and dance and collage and, yes, also of erotica narratives in the function of self-discovery should be celebrated. No one is better than deviants at distinguishing between adult entertainment and identity, between lewd nightclub acts and drag queen story hour at the library.

Meanwhile, the groups most threatened by hypergender are “men’s rights activists” with their homicidal resentment of Chads and Stacies, and transphobes who see gender extremes as inherently oppressive and would deny anyone the right to enjoy them. What better indication that queer liberation will come through an embrace of gender maximalism than an inspiration to do the opposite of whatever incels and TERFs think we should do?

Porn, drag, and glam-rock performance all provide liminal spaces where we can experiment with metaphors of who we want to be, take a holiday from our daily existence, and get some fun practice in undermining the status quo. That’s why all three continue to be seen as so dangerous.
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Masculinity, too, can certainly be fetishized. Catherine Opie’s 1991 photo series Being and Having depicts boy drag as thick mustaches and furrowed-brow swagger against a yellow backdrop. Speaking about the series to AnOther Magazine in 2021, Opieix reflected on the significance of making drag king portraits of her community at the time: “Even though there were friends that were transitioning at that point, a butch identity or trans masculinity was still often something that was really performed in the clubs.… So I was interested in capturing this kind of performative aspect for the female gaze… all of that was not just thinking about the performative nature of masculinity but also desire, and trying to change the way that we think about it, as well as the relationship between humanity and play.”5

In my search for examples of forced masculinity to complement forced feminization, I came across a very funny Twitter thread by the great writer Daniel Lavery. He invokes films from She’s All That to Mulan, along with the Regency romance of novelist Georgette Heyer, concocting scenarios involving fraternity pledges and comic book–style pratfalls into vats of Testosterone Cypionate. In a 2020 Hazlitt interview, Lavery half-jokingly proclaims his hope to become “the scholar of forced-masculinization fantasies” and to raise awareness of the “eroticization of transmasculinity… because it does away with the old story of the plucky heroine who only binds her breasts out of convenience.”6

For the straight woman’s gaze, may I suggest the glorious dance sequences of the Magic Mike movies, where gender is both reinforced and reinvented in real time, a pageantry not only of beefcakes but of men being kind and attentive to women.

In the leather dyke erotica of Patrick Califia and Carol Queen, butch is both a sex toy to be played with and an identity to be fully realized. In these stories, women enjoy slicking back their hair or wearing steel-toed boots to assume a masculine swagger in bed. Queen’s The Leather Daddy and the Femme (2013) has one of the best forced-masculinization scenes I’ve ever encountered. A dyke is taken to a gay male sex party by her new leather daddy fuck buddy; dressed in boy drag, she gets to experience what it’s like to be used like a man by a group of men.

When it comes to hyperbutch symbolism, the leather daddy has long been the most recognizable icon of kinky gay male counterculture. Emerging post–World War II in American urban neighborhoods like SoMa in San Francisco and Manhattan’s meatpacking district, this form of queerness incorporated motorcycle gear like chaps and engineer boots with elements of militaristic uniforms. Immortalized in the art of Tom of Finland and Chuck Arnett, the leather daddy figure is all about bulging muscles and cruising eyes, hairy, confident, powerful.

Leathermen live in a fantasy world of masc-on-masc desire, butch archetypes like motorcycle rebels, sailors, cowboys, and so on cottaging each other in public bathrooms and parks. There’s a reason cosmina chose the leather daddy as her masc example of gender maximalism.

But daddy isn’t just a look. In leather culture, “daddy” also means a nurturing dominant, distinguishable from a stricter “Master.” He is a key component of the queering of the family unit, where newly out gay people are guided through rites of passage into adulthood by elders. They learn how to be good lovers, good friends, and good community members, and to one day pass that knowledge along. This kinship has been a form of collective healing and redesign for people who had been excommunicated from their families of origin.

Femmes can be daddies too. There is a very special frisson inherent in a staunchly feminine person in high heels and bold lips who also wants to invoke everything daddy represents. Why, we might ask, would a femme daddy not want to identify simply as a leather mommy? Internalized misogyny may be at play, but I suspect it’s more about the exciting discordance of androgyny. Where a conventional ear experiences disharmony, kinky queers hear intentional instability. Queers are drawn to twists and inversions, to the unexpected, to putting things together that definitionally aren’t “supposed” to go together, to fucking holes (asses) you’re not supposed to fuck with parts of you that aren’t supposed to be meant for fucking (fists). The creation and assertion of the new archetype makes us feel safe that we get to define the terms by which people perceive us, are turned on by us, want to cruise us. The femme daddy archetype is intriguing because it both tells you plainly what it is and eludes your understanding: Which of the qualities of femme and daddy are going to overlap this time?

In 2016, writing for New York magazine, journalist Eve Peyser explores the expansion of “daddy” into a pop taxonomy term. “A daddy both is and is not a real live person,” writes Peyser, “because a daddy is an adjective, noun, and rubric of measurement.”7

As Peyser describes in her piece, “daddy” evolved into online slang among millennials, mostly straight women and gay men, gushing about their attraction to silver foxes of a certain age. A syntactical construction also emerged from internet-speak: instead of saying “Pedro Pascal is such a daddy,” you would say “Pedro Pascal is daddy.” The same trend found social media users expressing desire for celebrities and other figures to “be” mom or dad. This grammar is a counterpart to “I’m baby,” a meme based on an autocorrected text message; “I’m baby” became an admission to being helpless, naive, and/or adorable. Everyone, it seems, was searching for really hot people to re-parent them.

“Pedro is daddy” implies not just the dirty talk “who’s your daddy?” or “come to daddy.” Your crush is daddy. He embodies the archetypical essence of a word that doesn’t just mean the patriarch of your family. Daddy should be firm and consistent, capable of strict discipline balanced with tenderness and affection, whether your genetic predecessor displayed or withheld those attributes. As Peyser writes, “The daddy joke is that it’s a joke that your father would take good care of you.”

This slang speaks to a widespread playfulness in the concept of the nuclear family, as a twenty-first-century deconstruction of that kind of love is underway. It’s as if culture is awakening to the fact that mom, dad, baby, and the relationship dynamic permutations therein are human inventions and neither inevitable nor entirely necessary to the human need for love and loyalty. There is an understanding that we might seek out mother or father figures, maybe because we have mommy and/or daddy issues and are looking for a surrogate. Over a hundred years after Sigmund Freud speculated about the Oedipus and Electra complexes, there’s such a broad cultural awareness of this kind of psychological analysis that it’s become post-ironic: we protect ourselves with a sarcastic distance even though we want to be read as sincere or do mean it sincerely.

Peyser also invokes the humor inherent in calling someone daddy: “‘Daddy’ implies authority,” she writes, “and the daddy joke is, ‘Fuck you, daddy, that doesn’t mean shit to me.’” This humor is also a tool to redistribute power imbalances: “The daddy joke allows the teller to become daddy themselves.”
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At the same time that these familial terms were entering the lexicon of social media slang, fauxcest was also on the rise. Fauxcest is a genre of porn where the fantasy role-play scenario among the performers is one plausible deniability tic away from actually incestuous characters.

The appeal of fauxcest fantasy is very direct. It combines all the thrill of the forbidden with all the comfort of intimacy. Fauxcest is erotically charged not because of what people are doing but who they are to one another, at least in the context of the scene.x Porn stars encounter one another in domestic settings and then proceed to have whatever kind of sex they were going to have while continuously calling attention to the taboo at play.

“Uhh, is your brother home?” asks the skater boy who just caught his best friend’s sister masturbating.

“Your father never fucks me this well,” says the stepmother seducing her husband’s son.

“Your parents never hafta know,” says the horny babysitter or sleazy Thanksgiving guest or cousin by marriage twice removed.

For the producers, the repeated use of the prefix step keeps them in compliance with credit card processors that dictate what can and can’t be depicted online. For the viewer, the dirty talk (“I can’t believe fucking my stepsister feels so good!”) is a paradox that deepens the taboo while simultaneously absolving you of any guilt by reminding you it’s not really real. The popularity of the fauxcest genre speaks to the fact that father and mother figures are close enough to the real thing to evoke the thrill of doing something you really shouldn’t.

Fauxcest, in other words, is all about gender—because it’s inherently dependent on traditional archetypes. You could be watching the softest-core, gauzily lit, romantic sex scene, and if it’s revealed that the characters are related to each other, you’re suddenly plunged into a transgressive twisted psychosexual thriller. The porn stepmom, like the leather mommy, like the celebrity that fans call Mother, is not your mom. She’s more like a pantheon goddess, a tarot card Empress: she is the mommy joke.

Some social taboos that are widely eroticized—for example, that real men don’t enjoy getting fucked in the ass—are stupid oppressive ideas that we would do well to unlearn. Incest is not one of those taboos. Real-life incest, like many of the topics orbiting consensual nonconsent, is exploitative abuse. But taboos are erotically charged whether they’re something we would never want to do in real life or something that reflects how we would like to change the world. The fictional nature of taboo play is what separates the turn-on from the traumatic.

Often, these fantasies employ dynamics of inappropriateness. Unlike other CNC scenarios, like the cat burglar or the frat party, incest fantasies are not based on anonymity. It’s the opposite of stranger-danger: it happens because you are known to one another. And that is my theory of why it’s the defining porn theme of the twenty-first century. In a late-stage capitalist, planet-heating, plague-fueled era of civil unrest and uncertainty, we need our transgressions to be comforting. Indulging in a fauxcest fantasy is like getting a relaxing massage while you’re lying on a bed of sharp spikes. This is classic erotic irony: even as your trust is being violated, you feel safe and cared for, even unconditionally loved. It’s your mommy, after all!

Sometime around 2008, I attended a San Francisco rope performance event with a friend. Watching girls get tied up onstage, I felt like I was actually a part of the kinky queer underworld that I had long romanticized. At one point in the evening, starting as a joke and then fueled by free prosecco, I just started calling my date “daddy.” It was meant, I think, to project the message that I was down to fuck and in the know to fellow hotties. On an elevator ride, I responded to a question about a cab with a breathless “Yes, daddy” and everyone around us started moaning, “That is so hot.” Once I saw what a rise that magic word got out of everyone, I couldn’t stop smashing my hand on the daddy button.

It was hot and also, crucially, funny to call a woman I was on a date with daddy. This is the daddy joke. It can also be the mommy joke, the boy or girl or boi joke, the puppy or pony or piggy joke. A fantasy diffused into a 24/7 leather identity. The dignity, the ethics of these leather identities, is feeling it all the time without imposing it on anyone who hasn’t consented to that dynamic: just because you are a daddy to someone in a leather bar doesn’t mean you are the daddy of everyone in the leather bar.

“It’s not some creepy thing about my father!” I found myself constantly disclaiming the more I used the word as dirty talk, as seduction, as casual in-joke. And it’s not. It’s about something much more malleable than any one man or even manhood. By becoming a deeply personal pet name, daddy connects you to a subculture by way of a term of endearment. It invokes a hard cock rubbing against a bubble butt on the dance floor, silver chains along the brim of black caps, the idea of being, and/or being under the boot of, someone enormous who has all the knowledge and the taste and the unconditional love in the world, love that is all for you, even if it’s just for one brief encounter in a dark alleyway.

Daddy telegraphs that when you’re here, you’re family—and no matter what happens, no matter how dangerous things get, you will be loved until the end of time.
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Whether we like it or not, gender norms dictate expectations in the bedroom as much as how we dress or behave in public. That’s crucial to the appeal of the bimbo. Like the leather daddy, the fetish bimbo only exists for sex. She is a sex object as in the opposite of a sexual subject—she is a something with no inner life, an obscure object of desire only significant to the subject doing the desiring. Feminists have argued for decades that we should strive not to objectify one another because it’s dehumanizing to do so. But what if feeling like something other than human is one of the possibilities of the erotic imagination? What if horny energy is actually what animates the inanimate?

Objectification can be a goal of sex rather than something we’re trying to avoid. In becoming an object for a little while, we let go of our very human baggage and responsibilities. We can allow ourselves to be both free from obligation and fervently desired, encased in a body that feels more than it thinks. Few can pull off being a true bimbo 24/7, but “sex object” can be a temporary state that provides relief from the complicated intensity of adult human life. And while most objectification play is a fast track to feeling or making someone feel the erotic humilation of worthlessness, a material possession can also be high value, useful, and precious to its owner.

For me, the most frustrating sissification sessions were the ones where some clients, sufficiently feminized, revealed that their real interest was in being penetrated. One of the things many men want when they take a vacation from masculinity is to be a hole, a doll, a toy to be used—in other words, an object. Women are sexually submissive, heteronormative reasoning goes; therefore, in order to allow yourself to experience getting fucked, you have to be made into a woman. Rather than marvel to the intense ecstasies of anal bottoming or cocksucking, these clients would lie there like lumps while I used my strap-on. Perhaps it was dissociation, but I suspect many of them were unintentionally revealing what they thought sex was like for the women they’d fucked. What they wanted in being forced to be a woman was the apparent appeal of lying there passively while the person with the cock “did all the work.” The obnoxious thing about this is that you don’t have to be a woman to bottom; you also don’t have to be gay, or even emotionally sensitive. Circlusion is for everyone.

These “pegging” sessions were the first time I had ever buckled leather or nylon across my hips and adjusted the base of a silicone dildo against my pubic mound before I got to thrusting. But it wasn’t until I started using a strap-on in my personal sex life with people of all genders that a light bulb turned on. Being objectified when I bottom opens me up to the best sensations; when I’m topping, I want to give that to my bottom. My favorite bottoms are actively objectified.

What a strapped-on cock lacks in nerve endings it more than makes up for in size and shape versatility and, most importantly, stamina. It’s not all intellectual either—the base of the dildo against your junk, the sight of your bottom transformed by how much they love being fucked by you, these are all parts of the pleasures of strapping. Masculinity is so strongly associated with the phallus that a woman can put on a dildo and take on all of the sexual qualities of stereotypical masculinity, like aggression and urgent lust. However, a strap-on is not a penis substitute. It displays all the wonders of a boner without the pesky fact of being a penis.xi If lipstick is fantasy femme maximalism, then the strap-on is fantasy masc maximalism.

In the first episode of Sense8, the 2015 series written and directed by the Wachowskis, Amanita, a cis woman, fucks her trans girlfriend Nomi with a strap-on. Amanita then performs a maneuver that many tops know so well, that supine unbuckling and wiggling out of a harness, tossing it out of the way so that its persistent hardness doesn’t interfere with orgasmic afterglow. And then, a close-up on something I’ve seen many times in person but never on television: the freshly used dildo and harness hit the floor with a lube-soaked splat.

The conclusion of most hardcore porn scenes is heralded by the “money shot”: an ejaculating dick. Visual proof that sex really happened, that someone got off. The Sense8 sex toy splat is a cinematic money shot of pleasure between two queer women. Crucially, it’s an object that helps the viewer relate to the character’s body—that makes her experience seem more human than nudity ever could—an object dripping with the suggestion of where it’s been and how it made the women feel.

Since queer people are less likely to stick to the heteronormative default sexual script, we’re also experienced in collaborating with external objects. Typically, when you see a sex toy on screen, it’s the object (literally) of wide-eyed fascination, or the butt (so to speak) of a broad joke. In Sense8, the strap-on is something closer to the role that equipment actually fulfills in real-life sex: extraordinary and also mundane, a physical and metaphysical swelling of the self, and then something to be tossed aside until you get around to cleaning it up for next time.

Sex toys are not substitutes for “normal” bodies having “regular” sex, but rather animating props for the erotic imagination. Most media representation of sex toys is of gross-out discovery or confusion or ignorance. The Sense8 scene is so lovely because it’s a matter-of-fact part of these women’s lives. Many sex toys accentuate pleasure in part by accentuating gender—yours, or one you wish your body reflected. It’s telling that sex toy shops are often the only places to buy gender-affirming gear that is not necessarily used for arousal: packers, gaffs, binders, chest forms. But there are also toys that accentuate your own gender and what you’d like it to do, whether that’s a vibrator that helps you put pressure on your g-spot to ejaculate, a cock ring that keeps you hard by constricting blood vessels, or that marvel of engineering the butt plug that keeps you open.

For some queers, a strap-on is a part of their identity; they claim their masculinity through fucking. Some prefer dildos designed to be “representational” with silicone veins and scrotums of various color tones meant to look and feel like skin. Others want their dildos to be as little like penises as possible, leading to the design of sparkly rainbow-colored insertables of all shapes and sizes.

To understand the mechanics of sex toys is to understand the true nature of what turns us on and what gets us off. Sex toys undermine heteronormative programming by demonstrating that all kinds of oscillations, pressure, and other forms of stimulation are just as pleasurable if not better than the default narrative of penis-in-vagina intercourse.

I’m strangely fond of an old-fashioned term for the sex toy: a marital aid. Obviously, you don’t need to be married to enjoy a strap-on or remote control butt plug; it’s the word aid that lights me up. Sex toys help. And humans need all the help we can get.
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The age of bimboism seems to have reached its apex in 2023 with the $1 billion and counting box office success of the Barbie movie, whose leads are less people per se than living personifications of gender stereotypes undergoing journeys of self-discovery. The mainstream has been desperately in need of such a phantasmagoria of gender maximalism, influenced by imagery that has been bubbling up in fetish culture for a long time.

I was so hyped by the embrace of the bimbo and himbo implied by the Barbie movie phenomenon that it took a phone call with my mother to remember that I had hated Barbie dolls from the age of three with the hotheadedness of a proto-killjoy. As Mom pointed out, I even did a middle school project on the harms caused by Barbie’s unrealistic body image: the teeny waist, the preoccupation with fashion trends, the thigh gap. “Do you even own anything hot pink to wear to the theater?” she asked me.xii My distaste for Barbie was proto-intellectual, although my critiques of the doll’s prizing of skinny white chirpy womanhood, all of which can and should be leveraged at the movie, are still relevant. Yet, I can’t think of a better illustration of my personal evolution in relation to gender: I hated being told I had to like Barbie because I was a young girl, so I vocally expressed my hatred for Barbie and anything “girly”—when what I really hated was being told what to do. I looked down my nose at anyone of any gender who claimed they liked girl colors, girl music, girl drinks, believing they were “brainwashed by the patriarchy,” as if no one would choose those things because they actually preferred them. In my yearning for gender freedom, I ended up being a baby misogynist.

When I grew up and moved on to more important gender issues than dressing up dolls, trans women and sex workers taught me the power of femme. Femme is not about performing for male expectations. The symbols of femme are not the patriarchy hobbling women. Femme can be enjoyed as explicit and knowing gender performance. It’s legit to do or be femme simply because it makes you feel good to do it, just because you want to be it. Femme does not need to be stripped of all pleasure in order to be legit, but it also doesn’t need to prove its constant pleasure to deserve access to health care and civil rights and social celebration. Femmes are still femmes when they’re not onstage or turned on. The same goes for butch, and for people whose gender is neither, or both, or in flux.

By seeing how much it means to my trans women friends to take hormone replacement therapy, to get facial feminization surgery and breast augmentation and vaginoplasties, I saw how femininity could be euphoric, pleasurable, and affirming. In knowing nonbinary femmes, even ones assigned female at birth, I grew to understand how femme was a gender that could continue to defy expectations. Femme is too fun to be owned by strictly male fantasy and policed by those who would deny fantasy in the name of equality. When I eschewed anything pink in order to be seen as smart, strong, powerful, worthy, an aesthete, I was centering the patriarchy as much as if not more than any girly-girl. Meanwhile, the trans mascs I know who also utilize hormones and surgery and presentation to affirm their identities are not inherently abandoning feminism. There are so many different ways to be a man. In knowing that you don’t have to get any surgery at all to deserve respect for your self-identification, that you can get any procedure you want without proving you fit into medical categories of dysphoria, I saw how gender could be a performance just for yourself when no one else was watching.

True gender liberation means that both femme and masc can mean anything to anyone’s identity and orientation. The world is full of all kinds of gender deviants who don’t all wear the same uniform. Bisexual femme dykes. Asexual butch fags. Butch trans women who can fix your alternator. Trans men who smear glitter on their cheekbones. Cis-het men who like to go out dancing in pink booty shorts. Cis-het women who drive trucks. Gay trans men and lesbian trans women. Nonbinary and genderqueer and gender-neutral and gender-fluid and gender-nonconforming people who love all kinds of things that align and don’t align with the gender they were assigned at birth.

Like all erotic power play, genderfucking gives us the chance to work through sociocultural anxieties. Gender power play releases us from the conformity of binary stereotypes by making them personal. So many fetishes related to gender have to do with force not only because of the inherent erotics of power but because gender rebellion is so dangerous to the status quo. Forced femme and forced masc offer us the promise of release from the exhausting responsibility of upholding our own everyday gender for a little while.

If we think of the bimbo not as Hugh Hefner’s type magically made into a universal sex symbol but as the experience of feminine pleasure incarnate, we’ll learn to see her as an icon of sexual self-actualization. The bimbo doesn’t have to have all the physical qualities of Sortimid’s illustration, or of Barbie for that matter. She is less a look than a state of being many of us desire to inhabit for a little while. Bimbofication teaches us that anyone can become a bimbo, unleash their inner bimbo, have their inner bimbo fantasy coaxed out by a loving partner, or dragged out by a powerful kink authority, or transformed by an enchantment.

A lot of us find our busy minds get in the way of being present to physical sensation and even intimate connection. The bimbo represents unencumbered pleasure. She is uncontrolled and uncontrollable laughter. She’s the star of Milo Manara’s Click! comics who becomes insatiably horny under the influence of a remote control button. She has no worries, no stress, no intrusive thoughts, no neurotic self-consciousness, no mundane distractions, no future plans.

She exists in the moment only for sex.

Debimbofication, as represented by the “Bimbo Picks Up a Book” meme, may be what we all experience when we come down from orgasm and integrate that pleasure back into our lives, reconciling our daily responsibilities with our flights of fancy. Bimbo can be a liminal state, a vacation home to visit before you return, relaxed and restored, to a world where you know what a fucking book is and what to do with it.

It’s your choice whether you want to wipe your lipstick off afterward or not.

Footnotes

i Quintessential 1990s buxom blond porn star.

ii Quintessential 2000s petite brunette porn star.

iii Joking. I’m skeptical of the term sapiosexual; the most accurate definition I’ve heard is that it’s not someone who is attracted to intelligence but someone who is attracted to people who flatter their intelligence.

iv Fielding clarifies that “(a)gender” here is meant to include people who identify as “agender,” that is, genderfree or genderless. Having any gender can be pleasurable, and not having a gender can be pleasurable too!

v Or unshaven, if they had to return by the day’s end to their mild-mannered regular guy worlds.

vi I say wax metaphorically; by virtue of working in the alternative-friendly Bay Area, I managed to get through my entire sex-work career without routinely shaving my legs and armpits and bush, marketing the way I’d always groomed as alluring rebellion.

vii I once had a doubles session with a dear friend and her regular client, whose entire forced-femme persona was a Tennessee Williams heroine who loved to dance. When we put on “Kiss,” he fizzed like an overeager champagne pour; “I do de-claah! Puh-rince! The patron saint of saaa-luttssss!”

viii Tim Curry, by the way, has my vote for the best cis man to ever do it, it being dancing and singing in sparkling lingerie.

ix In another classic Opie piece, “Self-Portrait/Pervert” (1994), the artist is seated topless, in a leather hood, with needles up and down her arm and the word pervert self-carved into her chest. In the 2021 AnOther Magazine interview, addressing a debate about whether kink should be allowed at Pride events, Opie said, “Well, that’s why I carved ‘pervert’ on my chest. That’s literally why I made Pervert in 1994. There was a division in my own community then, around the March on Washington, where [some LGBTQIA+] people were like: ‘We’re more normal!’ What is normal anyway? The binary of normality and abnormality, it’s a psychological assignment on our bodies in relationship to how we live our lives. And that is a problem.”

x With very few exceptions, these productions do not feature actual blood relations.

xi Penises are wonderful, whether you’re attached to one or attached to fucking them. But considering the amount of anxiety going around regarding premature ejaculation and erectile dysfunction (“It happens to lots of guys”), I hope we can all agree the penis could stand to take a break from being the main character of sex.

xii Reader, thanks to the queer femme influences in my life, I most certainly did.
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CHAPTER NINE

Orgies



[image: image]






“At our latest party, my partner strapped me in our cozy carpeted den. I feel like my hottest self when I’m fucking in front of as many people as possible. I like to show off and it’s validating! While getting railed, I looked to my right: a trans dude was blissfully getting head from his girlfriend. I looked behind me: a friend was bottoming for someone else’s fiance. I climbed off my partner’s dildo and started scissoring them with the Magic Wand in between us. The sound of four other people moaning at the same time as us made me cum. It was chilly, so the windows fogged up, disappointing those watching outside. I drew a smiley face in the steamy glass.”

— Sam, co-host of WET, she/her
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How to choose a favorite sequence from my treasured copy of Madonna’s 1992 Sex book? Within the silver Mylar wrapping, between the sturdy, spiral-bound aluminum covers, naked Madonna rides a bicycle, eats a slice of pizza, grasps her own ass as she stares out a window. The book features flogging, leather, exhibitionism, rough play, bondage, gender bending, and many more dramatizations of the pleasures described in this book. In these infamous photos, Madonna—who was then at the apex of her powers as an international pop star—plays out a whole lot of kinky fantasies and strikes suggestive sexual poses with a whole lot of different kinds of people: men, women, Vanilla Ice.

If I had to choose one scene that has lived rent-free in my own spank bank for decades, it would be the debaucherous black-and-white images of Madonna swimming in a sea of boys, shot in the Gaiety Male Burlesque Theatre in Times Square. In the early 1990s, when this book was being created, the heart of Manhattan was undergoing a mass gentrification. This process, vividly documented by queer critic Samuel R. Delanyi in Times Square Red, Times Square Blue (2001), transformed the thriving porn theaters and live sex shows of the 1970s to the Disneyfied tourist trap shopping mall it is now. Delany’s book has also long been fantasy fuel for me, the idea of public commercial spaces where sex could be transactional and friendly, where interclass contact was possible in the psychic geography of a civil landscape. Group sex is very much alive and well today, but it mostly happens in private residences, where you’re likely to encounter people you know and the people they know, as opposed to anyone who might have taken the MTA uptown, downtown, across town to Peepland, The New Mature World, or the Victory Theater to jerk off, give head, or watch a larger-than-life dirty movie in a room full of other hot bodies.

In the Gaiety Theatre scenes of Madonna’s Sex, class unsubtly indicates power, with the tops running the fuck dressed in formal wear, slumming it in this seedy nightclub. Madonna is wearing an opulent shimmering ball gown and bright white opera gloves, very much in her Gentlemen Prefer Blondes mode. The gay German character actor Udo Kier puts his spin on a sinister Cabaret-style emcee in a tuxedo, a cigarette holder hanging from his lips. Another pretty boy in a tux, Madonna’s date presumably, foots the bill for the festivities with stacks of cash stuffed in his lapel. These men, including gay porn star Joey Stefano and actual dancers from the club, are interested in two things: one another and Madonna.

The dancers, of whom there appear to be about a dozen, are all fucking hunks, muscular and sleek. It seems like there’s more of them than are actually there, which I have often found to be the case in group sex: once you have thirteen people, you might as well have a hundred people. A few wear satin g-strings, one of which is being pulled down by Kier, revealing a g-string–shaped tan line, but for the most part, they are butt naked except for leather engineer boots. By butt naked, I mean one is dancing with his back fully arched, asshole and balls pointed right at you. I mean uncut cocks swinging under thick bushes. Kier and the other tuxedoed man ride the boys like ponies in front of a shiny metallic curtain, the tawdry stage contrasting with expensive glamour. This is a play within a play, a show for us about a show for, one expects, Madonna. Because isn’t this all, refreshingly, for her, and aren’t we, the book’s audience, an afterthought?

The hunks make out with one another, performatively, but convincingly: none of them look like this is the first time they’ve kissed another man. One bends all the way back, his armpit hair flashing the camera, as another grinds their bare crotches together, looking like he’s going to take a big vampiric bite out of the Adam’s apple of the bent-back boy. The room, I expect, smells of theater mold and the centrifugal force of all those pheromones. The men dance around Madonna, grab her gloved hand to kiss it and place it on their abs, Magic Mike style. Money is visibly being exchanged. Like Cardi B, Madonna takes demonstrative pleasure in tipping sex workers.

Finally, in the scene’s climax, Madonna climbs on top of her date as the rest of the guys lounge, smoke, and watch. The message I’ve always taken from this photo sequence is: this is how many boys it takes to warm Madonna up.

I’ve carried this fantasy with me ever since I first laid eyes on the Sex book. I thrilled to the idea of being surrounded by people of all genders in the throes of passion, being able to appreciate them appreciating one another, being appreciated in tandem, not having to pretend this is not exactly what we want. So many bodies that it doesn’t matter whose hand that is on you, whose thigh you’re bracing yourself against, whose hot breath is on your neck. And yeah, it takes this many people to warm me up. Nothing short of a dozen that feels like a hundred will do.

Before I ever had group sex, I assumed it would just be what I already love about sex, but more, more, MORE! More cum, more sweat, more stank, more attention, more showing off of more technique, more variety, more versatility, more stamina, maybe even more love. I was right—and also not right. Because whenever you scale the good things about sex, the stuff you wish you could avoid scales right along with it: more disappointment, more heartache, more rejection, more people thinking they know what they want but not really knowing what to do with it when they get it.

Whatever inspiration it may have sparked for me or anyone else over the years, these images are from a photoshoot at a strip club. So how do group sex scenes actually happen in real life? How do we take this orgy from fantasy to reality? The answer is, just like any kind of party: with the right combination of meticulous planning and reckless spontaneity.
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Quickly, some definitions. Public sex is sex in a space not officially designated for sex—such as park bathrooms, forests, or docks on the edge of town—where the risk of being caught is sometimes an added thrill, sometimes an unfortunate necessity. A play party is a private gathering where guests have an agreed-on understanding that some kind of kink play and/or sex will likely be happening in shared spaces. An orgy, with its roots in antiquity, is at this point a bit more of a euphemistic way to describe group sex. And group sex is an umbrella term. I would use it to describe sex with or in close proximity to and awareness of more than two people who have agreed to participate in the group.

An orgy is a lot to wrap your mind around. Maybe that’s why so many group sex scenes in movies are appallingly unrealistic. It’s difficult to choreograph and capture that abundance of input for all five of your senses, not to mention the more abstract parts of you, like your emotions. No elite on-screen orgy from Caligula (1979) to Westworld (2016) remotely resembles any of the play parties I’ve been to, which are usually sporty, nerdy, and silly as hell. The closest to approaching authenticity may be Shortbus (2006), a film notable for its numerous unsimulated sex scenes set in a fictionalized version of early 2000s New York City art salons; and that’s because I’m almost certain John Cameron Mitchell, unlike most film directors, has actually had group sex. It’s exciting to see so many different people on screen being sensual with or adjacent to one another, but it’s not the same as looking around at a play party you’re attending: the thing that’s missing in the orgy you’re watching on-screen is you.

The problem is that what makes a scene cinematic is not the same thing that makes it a great experience. Even if part of the appeal of a play party is taking it in, marveling at what a body can do and how it does it differently than yours, the central appeal is your presence in the action, locating yourself within the cacophony. The thing that is wild about a sex party is not that there’s a sex party happening but that you’re there, you’re at the sex party!

Most on-screen orgies are shown through the point of view of someone who is new and inexperienced; it’s assumed most viewers will be. So the narrative doubles as one of discovery. And while you never forget your first sex party, the excitement only builds when and if you become one of the sextras in the background who know exactly what they’re doing.

Three or more people having sex at the same time in the same place can generate exponential pleasure, more than the sum of its, well, parts. When you’re inside of group sex, in real time, you’re one person subjectively experiencing and contributing to an objective spectacle. When you look around, you can identify with anyone there. If you’re an experiential or visual learner, there’s no better sex education available. At a play party, whether you’re watching or showing off, marveling or orchestrating, fucking the person you arrived with, doing pickup play with someone you just met, fucking your friends, fucking on or with a new piece of equipment, doing the same thing you always do or something you’ve never done before, gangbanging one special person or playing out a special scene, you are a part of an organism that would not be the same without you. You’re special because you’re one of many, because you’re not the only one who is special.

Ancient orgies of the Greco-Roman world were referred to as “mysteries” because they were reserved for initiates into secret orders. The idea behind these rituals was that they allowed humans to commune with the divine through excess: feasting, intoxication, dancing, and fucking. Actual mystery shrouds the idea of sex parties to this day. How useful is it for us to maintain this air of secrecy? Mysteries are exciting turn-ons; going back to the erotic equation (Attraction + Obstacles = Excitement), the obstacle in this case is knowledge or access. Group sex is appealing in part because it seems rarefied.

The other function of keeping sex parties secret is the process of curation and vetting, inviting people who know how to conduct themselves in such a space while keeping out people who are likely to be disrespectful, abusive, or risk ruining the whole vibe. However, any elitism in the world of sex parties also keeps the average person from knowing what erotic variations are possible. There isn’t just one kind of person who has the potential to enjoy group sex. There’s so much to be learned, so much to be gained, so much to be shared, so many compatibilities to be discovered, so many illusions to be shattered by everyone. By definition, we have to do it together!

When most people think about orgies, they think about it as an impressive stunt rather than a scaling of all the possibilities of relations, exhibitionism, and voyeurism. How can two people stimulate each other, and what is possible when a third participates? What can be touched, what can be felt, what can be seen, what can be shown off? How can bodies support one another and what multiplicities of pleasure can happen when one person enjoys another person’s enjoyment of another person’s enjoyment? All sex is a collaboration and an orgy just means more collaborators. That means more ideas and more egos, more desires and more needs, more variety and more emotions, more tension, more mistakes, more surprises.

Group sex is nothing less than a prism through which to understand every single thing that sex can mean, has meant, could mean to you. Like a weird new exercise class that makes you sore in muscles you didn’t know you had, group sex shows you what you didn’t know you thought about fidelity, about jealousy and envy, about what attracts you, turns you on, gets you off, makes you feel safe, makes you feel exposed, makes you feel ashamed, makes you feel vulnerable, makes you feel adored and admired.

The best thing about play parties is the way they challenge assumptions about sexual satisfaction. The thrill of actually being in the room while other people are having sex can be so profound that you don’t even want or need to touch anyone else. As they say in Shortbus, “Voyeurism is participation!” An exhibitionist cannot show off without someone to watch what they’re doing. At play parties, you get to see people experiencing pleasure you didn’t directly cause. At the same time, your very presence makes you a part of all this pleasure. This can teach you a helluva lot about how to create more pleasure for others or understand it in yourself.
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The public-private boundary—especially when it comes to sex—is so stratified by religion and the law and upheld by social standards that the simple act of transgressing it is bound to be overwhelming for just about anyone. I know a lot of people who have been going to sex parties for a very long time who still feel that nervous thrill, precisely because at the end of every sex party you have to return to the regular world. And you have to do it right, like a mountain climber slowly acclimating to the altitude or a deep-sea diver avoiding the bends.

There is a difference between a sexual exhibitionist,ii who gets off on being seen naked or watched while they play, and what I like to call a sexual extrovert. A sexual extrovert might go to bars featuring go-go dancers, go to burlesque shows, go to strip clubs, go to leather bars where porn is playing on TVs instead of live sports. They might read fiction and nonfiction about sex, they might enjoy mainstream erotic thrillers or appreciate a good love scene in a book. A sexual extrovert might not have sex with people at the bar, either because their monogamy commitment doesn’t include that or because they’re just not in the mood right now. But the sexual extrovert thrives off sexual energy, catching whiffs or a firehose of pheromones, watching people naked, flirting with their friends. Sexual extroverts are enthusiasts, freeing themselves from the constraints of what sex has to mean or should mean.

In a way, group sex is any sex that defies the convention of private monogamous married bedroom sex. You could make the case that watching porn together is group sex, as the document of others having sex stimulates the experience. You could argue that sex involving toys like vibrators, butt plugs, and cock rings is group sex, even though the objects aren’t sentient. If this sounds far-fetched, allow me to point you to the number of men who have balked at the idea of buying a vibrator from the sex toy stores I’ve worked at, because “making her cum is my job.”iii If someone can be jealous of an object, then lust can be triangulated with an object. And if you can have desire for an object, as many people do for their vibrators, then toys represent all the great things about sex with another person without the pesky human needs and emotions.iv

Orgies have become shorthand for debauchery because they tear down our limiting bedroom walls. They shake the foundation of the private home as the only appropriate place for intimate pleasure. As with sex toys, additional forms of stimulation can explode our expectations of what sex is supposed to look like and who we’re supposed to be while having it. The transgression of monogamous privacy gives us permission to explore what our sexual identities and scripts might expand to encompass. If you consider time as a factor, then all the people you’ve fucked, and will fuck, in your lifetime are a part of your orgiastic life story; if this sounds far-fetched, allow me to point you to some of the people I’ve dated who have been jealous of my exes, as if my past attraction to others was threatening my present attention.v

Still, while group sex undermines the supremacy of monogamy on a social scale, the practice of it can actually strengthen what fidelity is supposed to ensure, like stability and trust. Because group sex, like BDSM, necessitates communication, it can inspire us to confront, rethink, and rework many of our assumptions about the nature of desires, boundaries, fantasies, and orientations for ourselves and with partners.

It wasn’t that long ago that having sex with more than one person in your lifetime was broadly considered morally inappropriate—and there are still many traditionalists who adhere to that belief. The gender double standard has always been hypocritical: sex corrupts and stains women, deflowers and defiles us, robs us of innocence and purity, whereas men are given a hall pass due to their supposed basic instinct to spread their seeds and sow their oats. The stereotype of the slut is that she is seeking validation and attention at the expense of her self-esteem and self-worth, while her studly male counterpart may do the exact same things and be seen as pursuing adventure and expertise through practice. Trans and gender-nonconforming people of all kinds, meanwhile, are often not even treated as sexual subjects with agency. All of this comes down to women as literal property in the business transaction that is marriage, with sex being a symbol of male-run familial mergers and acquisitions.

When we expand outside the closed loop of private sex between two people, we’re better able to understand what our roles in sex could be. As we begin to wrap our minds around group sex, possibilities expand exponentially with every new participant. If sex is a form of dance, then what positions can we add, which steps can we enhance, as a pas de deux expands to a grand pas?
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The first few times I went to sex parties, in the late 2000s at Kinky Salon (KS) in San Francisco, I found meeting compatible people to be a mixed bag. This was probably good for me, in retrospect, because I took my time acclimating to the sensory and taboo overwhelm. Since 2003, KS has hosted parties in several venues, cultivating its signature playful atmosphere with cute themes like animals, or Wild West, or Renaissance fair. Decorations and costumes are a great way to start conversation, to encourage confidence and a sense of imagination; they are, however, totally not my thing. To wit, my first time attending KS was a food-themed party, in a Mission District apartment covered with cushions; I wore a free-box-scored tank top that spelled out, in sequins, an icon of an apple followed by the word CRUNCHY. Despite my lackluster look, I managed to hit it off with two friends, both named Alex, and I just couldn’t pass up the chance to fuck two Alexes at the same time.

At another KS event months later, I was so caught up in conversation that I didn’t realize the party was approaching closing time. I looked around frantically and grabbed the first person I made eye contact with. As he ground on top of me, I looked over at my friends, who were gathering their stuff to leave, and I realized that I actually wanted to go home. I wasn’t really turned on; I had no chemistry with this guy. I had just felt I needed to get my proverbial parking ticket validated, get my repeat customer card stamped. Even then, a working dominatrix and porn performer who was learning more and more about the lived reality of the books I’d obsessed over, I was anxious that I wasn’t sampling every single thing at the buffet, regardless of my actual appetite.

Since then, I’ve been to a lot of sex parties. And people ask me all the time, How do I go to one? I see that same look in their eyes. They think they have to find LeMarchand’s puzzle box from Hellraiser, solve a riddle, learn a password, stumble through a portal to an alternative dimension. They think if they try to bring their friends back to the same alley on the same block, the unmarked door will be gone, vanished as if by magic.

“I swear it was right here,” they imagine themselves saying as their friends roll their eyes skeptically. They foresee devastation at allowing their one chance to enter a fairy-tale underworld pass them by.

I’ve certainly entered unmarked doors in alleys on strange city blocks to find community dungeon spaces filled with St. Andrew’s crosses and suspension hooks and rows of whips and IKEA tables covered in condoms. But I’ve also been to parties at adult campgrounds in rural Texas and Maryland where you can cruise in the actual forest and fuck in the dirt until your cum turns the ground beneath you into a mud puddle. And I’ve helped set up pop-up dungeons in hotel ballrooms hours after skin care conferences have cleared out. Because of my career, I’ve been able to interlope in wealthier spaces than I would ordinarily be invited to, the freak trotted around to give rich people a whiff of edginess. Women-only parties, queer-only parties, all-gender parties. My answer to the question “How do I find a sex party?” is pretty simple: just go. They’re everywhere. And if you can’t find one, throw one yourself. You don’t need a magical object to make it happen. The power was inside you all along!

And once you find it, or make it, you don’t have to have sex just because you’re there. This fear of the portal closing forever is the fear of scarcity, the fear that you’re not worthy of accessing this experience again. Of course I support you having all the group sex you want to have. But sex parties don’t happen in other dimensions. They happen on this planet, in this timeline, within the context of your real sex life, which is in the context of the rest of your mundane human life.

Sex parties are governed by different rules than the rest of the world, it’s true. A lot of things are bound to surprise you about your reaction to being in these liminal spaces: who you find yourself attracted to, what you’d like to watch, how it feels to be witnessed, what you’d be down to try, what your fantasies look and smell like outside of your head. But it’s still you. You don’t have to put on a fucking Venetian mask and pretend to be something you’re not. It’s transgressive enough for you to be present. As long as you’re being respectful of the space and the other people in it, you’ll be allowed to do this as many times as you desire.

To be crystal clear, I don’t regret bad or boring play party hookups. There is no such thing as meaningless sex. Instead, there’s sex that means lots of different things. Often the meaning doesn’t become clear until afterward, and continues to develop every time you take a memory out of mind storage and turn it over in your hands. You are not obligated to contemplate or make meaning out of the sex you have. Nothing is still something defiant that sex can mean for you, especially in a world that insists it must mean something.

There is no fantasy fulfillment without risk. If you want to know what group sex is really like, you have to accept the possibility of embarrassment, rejection, heartbreak, disappointment, insult, and regret. Because on the other side of even the most difficult moments is living with them, growing from them, not staying stuck in them. Believe me when I say, going through the tough stuff makes you a more appealing sex partner. Whatever you want from sex—pleasure, adventure, power, love, stability, comfort—you have to take risks to get it. In that way, group sex really is just like any other kind of sex, but more.
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Masturbation is the foundation on which all sex—including the orgy—is based. It’s a total paradigm shift to think of masturbation as solo sex instead of sex’s consolation prize or stopgap, as something to do out of self-care instead of something to do out of dissatisfaction, as something you continue to enjoy throughout your life instead of something you stop after you hit a certain milestone. The benefits of jerking off are endless, whether you think of it as practicing your scales before you improvise with other musicians or keeping up with your gym routine to be ready to play with a team. While considering your partners’ pleasure is an integral part of sex, it’s just as important to have experiences of arousal and orgasm and fantasy without taking anyone else into consideration.

Masturbation is better than a morning cup of coffee to get you going, a cigarette break for mental clarity, an ibuprofen for aches and pains, a sedating glass of wine. Masturbation is like meditation, it’s like reading a book, it’s like tinkering with your bicycle or tuning up your motorcycle. Functionally, it has all the benefits of stress-relieving activities: it’s rest and restoration, it’s cultivating and generating and flooding yourself with your body’s natural happiness hormones and pain reducers and stress relievers. All of these comparisons—getting under the hood, flushing out the pipes—they’re funny, absolutely, because masturbation is inherently funny.vi Isn’t that all the more reason to do it?

During group sex or even one-on-one sex, your masturbation practices can be witnessed or shared with others. But for now, let’s appreciate the wonders of the private solo experience—with toys, watching video porn, reading erotic literature, looking at magazines, closing your eyes, looking in the mirror. You might like watching media of other people having sex, or looking at naked people, or you might get off on something no one else would likely recognize as erotic. In some ways, when you look at porn, you’re having a collaborative experience across time and space with the pornographers while still taking joy in your solitude. There’s nothing shameful about watching porn and nothing about masturbation that is inherently threatening to a relationship. Your masturbation material might even come from a partner, in the form of nudes, sexts, dirty handwritten notes, live video shows, or (my favorite) custom voice memos.

You might use toys: vibrators, insertable dildos, butt plugs, cock rings, or grinders. You might have lube or lotion or oils, stimulators like poppers or topicals that rush blood to the area. You might have things you like to smell, like a leather glove or incense. You might have stimulating music you like to play. You might like the bed, the guest room bed, the couch, the shower, the tub, the hot tub. You might have pervertables from around the house, fruit or hairbrushes or the water pressure from the faucet.vii The taste in atmosphere is up to you. Once you know what you like, you’ll have a better idea what you like to share with one or more partners, and how that will change throughout your lifetime.

With solo sex, you don’t have to depend on anyone else to get your needs met. And if you want to have couples sex, or threesomes, or orgies, then solo sex can wonderfully prepare you for all of those terms of engagement.

And when you add another body into the equation? Well, sex, kinky play, sensuality, and romance between two people in private is fabulous and comes highly recommended by the entire history of human society and culture. So, let’s keep it moving.
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The threesome may be the simplest way to get into group sex, but it’s also incredibly multivalent with possibilities. Group sex is inevitably overwhelming. For many people, that’s the entire point. The best way to understand what style of group sex might be right for you is to start as simple as possible and then open yourself up to ways that you might expand.

Three people shifts the narrative premise of a couple. This makes a threesome great for shaking up a stale routine, or easing into trying non-normative sex. You can essentially have the same sex you’ve always had with the addition of a stupidly simple yet extremely intense added element of another whole-ass human being.

The most important question you can contemplate as you consider group sex for the first time, or a kind you’ve never tried before, or getting to the bottom of something troubling that has come up in a recent experience, is this: What do you like about sex, and how can you scale it up? What might you discover about what you like, and things you didn’t realize you like, by scaling? What might change in your understanding of the sex you’ve been having once you’ve scaled it up?

The negotiation necessary for a threesome depends strongly on what the preexisting relationship is between the three people involved. Is this a couple with a guest star? A cuckold scenario where one person is deliberately excluded from the action? If so, is it intense humiliation or a chance to be put in the splash zone to watch? Did all three of you just meet tonight, and are equally unknown to one another? What are the expectations of catching feelings, of aftercare, of future dates?

Another person in the room, like a sex toy, creates possibilities. Another person can be furniture, an audience, a foil, a multiplier, an intensifier. However, not everyone is going to enjoy every permutation of a ménage à trois, in the same way some maniacs just don’t enjoy the 69 position. The most important thing to keep in mind once you start introducing more than one other person into your sex life at once is that the transgression of the taboo is something to be enjoyed. “More complicated” is not always more pleasurable. You cycle through every kind of daisy chain, spit roast, and double penetration possible on your first try. Or, by all means, pull every stunt, but keep in mind that complicated maneuvers usually take practice to fully enjoy. Have fun practicing!

There are other ways to switch up the narrative too. More people means more stamina, different techniques, capabilities, abilities, styles, insight, perspective. Lindsey can fuck Stevie during John’s refractory period, during which John can relax and enjoy his post-orgasm glow without feeling disappointment or guilt that Stevie isn’t getting fucked as much as she wants, because now she is. And while watching Lindsey and Stevie fuck, John might just be inspired to get hard again, whereas he otherwise might have drifted off to sleep.

One really marvelous thing about being near your partner while someone else is fucking them is that no matter how flexible or athletic you are, there are just certain perspectives you can’t get when you’re the one going to town on someone. But you can see and enjoy every angle when someone else is doing the fucking. Imagine you’ve been with your wife for twenty years, but you’ve never seen what a cock sliding into her pussy looks like from below. With a threesome, you can!
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When we start to get into more than three, we need to start talking about all of the different models of nonmonogamous sex and relationships.

The thing about four people having sex is that, at the risk of being painfully obvious, four is an even number, a multiple of two. As a result, a foursome is the most likely form of group sex to replicate couple dynamics within the action or to involve preexisting couples.

The most codified structure of the double couple is swingers. Swinging is often used to refer broadly to group sex, or a libertine lifestyle with loose sexual mores like that of “swinging London” in the 1960s. When it comes to group sex, swinging generally refers to partner swapping.

To illustrate a swinger scenario: John and Christine are a couple, and Stevie and Lindsey are a couple. John might partner off with Stevie while Christine and Lindsey hook up (or John pairs with Lindsey and Stevie with Christine if you prefer). They all might hook up in the same room, or the same house, and enjoy watching or listening to or smelling their respective partners with each other. Or they might have a nonmonogamous agreement where only the other couple is on the table for extramarital dates.

Swinging replicates fidelity by allowing people to be nonmonogamous as long as it’s with certain others; it’s an attempt to control perceived chaos. This model gets into trouble, I think, by assuming you’ll be attracted to the partner of the person your partner is attracted to, and by putting controlled emphasis on the couple while attempting to break free from the confines of monogamy. Still, swinging can be a wonderful combination of the novel and the comfortingly familiar and definitely works for people who respond to preexisting codified structures and rules.
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If your only experience with an orgy is the third act of Stanley Kubrik’s Eyes Wide Shut (1999)—where Tom Cruise’s all-night odyssey culminates in a ritualistic masquerade featuring slender white models humping all over an opulent mansion—you might think group sex is only accessible to a secret society of wealthy people who never have to be accountable to anything. You might think only certain kinds of bodies can experience this level of excess, and that the excess will be balanced with an austere formalization. This simply isn’t true. An orgy is just a party. There can be as many different styles of orgies as there are styles of parties. Some people are great party planners. Some people are the life of the party. Some people have social anxiety. Some people are better than others at dealing with the awkwardness of running into their ex. Some people who love a good cookout would feel alienated at a cocktail soiree, and some people who can’t stand a rave love being the center of attention at their own birthday potluck.

The best parties are the ones that balance planning with room for spontaneity, ones where the guests are a curated balance of dear longtime friends with charming new acquaintances, where the atmosphere is perfectly calibrated and the terms of engagement are clearly communicated. An orgy is no different.

Even though the term orgiastic means wild and unrestrained, most group sex is not as Dionysian as my Madonna Sex fantasies. It’s wonderful in theory—the idea of being in a writhing mass of flesh, stimulating and being stimulated with every undulation, gushing and ejaculating everywhere in unbridled ecstasy, the salty taste and rousing scents of a human crowd all around you—but challenging to orchestrate.

You certainly might, at a play party, experience that sense of stimulation overload and total abandon. When you do, it usually happens due to careful consideration of structure and guidelines, something so well designed you barely noticed the design.

Some group sex happens spontaneously with results anywhere along the spectrum from wonderful to horrible, just like sex between two people. But in my experience, most group sex, and the best group sex, happens as the result of meticulous planning. Like the three-act structure of BDSM communication, group sex benefits from negotiation, interscene communication, and aftercare.

Usually when I encounter rules and regulations, my first instinct is to get my middle fingers out. However, there are two kinds of rules I do like: street traffic rules and sex party rules. The reason I like them both is that they are social agreements that facilitate efficient and carefree flow while reducing the risk of harm. Freedom is necessary, but everyone is a lot happier when cars stay off the sidewalk and pedestrians stay out of the goddamn bicycle lane.

I love clear thoughtful rules emailed to party attendees ahead of time, posted on the wall by the coat check, or announced by the host at the commencement of the event. And most play parties worth attending will communicate house rules about consent, safer sex, voyeurism etiquette, equipment use guidelines, photography, and more.

While it is statistically true that the more sexual partners you have the more likely you are to contract an STI, at a play party you are also more likely to encounter people who are getting tested consistently, know their status, and will shamelessly tell you what you need to know to make a risk-aware assessment.

Here’s a well-worded consent policy from the community agreements of Bliss, a 2018 warehouse party I attended in Los Angeles:


I will receive clear, coherent consent before engaging with another body.

I understand that consent may be given and withdrawn by any participant at any time.

I will speak up, and communicate my interests, limits, and needs. I will feel empowered to assert myself.

I understand nudity does not equate to consent given.



Feeling empowered is a group effort, because in order to be able to assert yourself, you must feel safe enough to do so. A date once told me that when he teaches yoga, he declares that backbend rules are orgy rules: a maybe is a no. I like that because in both an orgy and yoga, you’re in a heightened and strange state. You’re already pushing past a lot of standards for what your body and consciousness can ordinarily do. Yoga teaches you to be aware of and listen to subtle body messages. Pushing too hard can result in injury, which will limit you from sustainably being able to enjoy the activity long term. So if your body tells you, “I’m not sure how this backbend is feeling right now,” just don’t do the backbend. And if someone at the orgy says, “I’m not sure if I want to play with you right now,” move on with grace. There are so many other poses you can try.

Buffet was a queer play party I went to a couple of times in 2018 at a legendary Brooklyn performance art space known at different times as the Spectrum and then the Dreamhouse. Their rules were printed out and posted in the foyer where you waited in line before taking off your street clothes. They explained they had dungeon monitors (DMs) wearing pink glowing bracelets. DMs are present less as rule enforcers and more as community accountability figures. The hosts were clear about what kind of play was prohibited (race, scat, guns), the kind of play that required a DM’s permission so they could keep a close eye on psychological intensity and mess (blood, piss, food, CNC, self-suspension, gags).

Buffet had a great breakdown of what consent meant in their space: “Do not stalk, lurk, stare, follow, badger, pressure, or touch anyone without permission.” They also had a very specific anti-oppression stance: “If you perpetuate oppression based on gender identity or expression, race or ethnicity, ability, HIV or STI status, body type, sexual or BDSM orientation, religion or spiritual path, you’ll be thrown out without a refund. (However, if you come to us crying about reverse racism or misandry, we *will* laugh in your face.)”

I loved Buffet’s gender policy. Many women- and trans-focused play parties simply exclude cis men in the interest of creating a “safe space.” While a private party can have whatever policies they want, I personally think excluding one type of person is a mistake. You cannot have any clue how many abusers are around you, how many dysfunctional relationships, how many people being petty or shallow or anything you would disagree with or disapprove of. And when we exclude men from spaces where revolutionary communication is being practiced, they’re not learning how to do it right. Buffet had an ingenious approach to this issue. Their policy was all-gender, but cis men had to pay $100 entry as opposed to much smaller fees paid by others, and were given a mandatory dress code of underwear, fetish gear, or femme drag. The hosts also provided the chance to be vetted on a “Good Judy list” to waive the $100 fee. The result was discouragement of interloping creeps while embracing the kinds of men who would contribute to the party’s unique atmosphere and people who appreciate having those men around either to play with or as friendly allies. Anyone prepared to go through these humbling paces is more likely to be the kind of guy the other attendees would be happy to have there.

Watching is encouraged at parties like this, but organizers must take care to distinguish between creepy watching and fun watching. “When making your way through the play space, be aware of the energy you project into other scenes,” read the Buffet protocol. “Watching others play is exciting and a great learning opportunity. If you wish to watch a scene, keep a respectful (and safe) distance from the players. Do not crowd scenes while watching, and do not join scenes without consent. Do not interfere in any scene without the prior permission of the players or touch any equipment that is not your own.” I appreciated this protocol, because sometimes parties will say, “Just don’t be an asshole,” which I have not found to be a deterrent for malicious or naive assholes whatsoever. Some people commit party fouls because they’re ignorant, some because they really don’t care about other people. Either way, party protocol can be both an education and a safety measure so a few people don’t ruin the fun for everyone.

Whatever guidelines work for you and your people, play parties can be a way to collectively dig into the philosophy of how we can practice critical respect while intentionally transgressing the laws of sexual engagement.
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For many people, group sex is about pleasure outside of the structures of monogamous relationships. That doesn’t mean that love, connection, intimacy, and everything that goes along with it can’t happen during group sex, anonymous sex, sex between friends, or sex in community. There are many models for nonmonogamy, including polyamory, swinging, open relationships, and more. What all these models have in common is an opportunity for single people, and couples, and throuples, and polycules, to create an ethically minded design for sex and even love with multiple people simultaneously. Nonmonogamous people consider and discuss questions like: What activities are okay with others? What happens when someone catches feelings? Can we play with others independently or only together? How often do we get tested for STIs? You can learn a lot about yourself through this honest inquiry.

There’s nothing inherently unethical about having sex with someone other than your partner; it’s hurtful when you promised not to. Some people really stretch their definition of cheating to anything that makes them jealous: watching porn, going to a strip club, flirting with a friend, swiping through a dating app, posting bikini pics on social media, talking to an ex, talking about an ex, and the list goes on. My personal feeling is that none of these things constitute a betrayal of a monogamous commitment, but on a practical level I just want people to share their definitions of fidelity so they can gauge compatibility. People who believe that watching actors grind on each other in a mainstream movie is cheating should be together and leave the rest of us alone.

It’s up to every individual to decide what their definition of fidelity is, what their definition of a betrayal is, and to develop the emotional intelligence to address and work through those betrayals when they come up. Polyamorous people can still cheat if they go against their agreements with their partners, especially if they lie about it; just as partners who mutually agree to hook up with others outside of the relationship have not abandoned their commitment to one another.

When designing the parameters of a nonmonogamous relationship, it’s interesting to consider the difference between envy and jealousy. Envy is being covetous of something someone else has, and jealousy is the fear that you will lose something you already possess.

Something that’s likely to happen during group sex, or any nonmonogamous experience, is that the overwhelm of transgressing this social taboo can take on a mind of its own. The overwhelm will then grasp at the nearest emotion that promises relief, and there are many scripts that lead us to grasping at the emotion of jealousy. Understanding jealousy as fear of loss helps us to have humility; we’re not really angry at someone else’s actions so much as we’re feeling major pangs of our own insecurity. And that’s a great opportunity to cultivate the polyamorous concept of compersion. If someone you love feels good, and that makes you feel good, that’s compersion. If someone you love really enjoys fucking someone else, and that makes you happy, that’s compersion.

The invention of the term compersion is credited to the Kerista “utopian community” that was active in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco in the 1970s and 1980s. The group also coined the terms polyintimacy and polyfidelity, describing nonhierarchical yet closed-group romantic and/or sexual relationships. If jealousy is fear of loss, then compersion is security that your partner’s happiness does not come at the expense of your own. While it’s important to be skeptical of ideas that arose from free love cults, which more often than not applied these concepts hypocritically,viii compersion remains a useful term for not thinking about love as a zero-sum game. Your partner having sex with other people, or even loving other people, doesn’t mean they have less love for you. If anything, there are many circumstances in which having more sex with more people, all kinds of love with more people, can alleviate the anxieties that interfere with long-term committed relationships.

Possessiveness arises out of that fear of loss because we think that if we hold on fast to our partners, we’ll never be abandoned or alone. That’s just not true; in fact, it can often have a counterproductive effect.

Some people, especially those who have more socialized power (white, male or masculine, cis, wealthy, etc.) in the relationship, may feel entitled to their partner never being interested in anything other than them. They may also have a double standard about this based on some convenient idea about what is right and natural.

Most nonmonogamous people get into their relationship style for the sex, and sex in abundance has an enduring appeal, believe me. But over the years, the thing about being poly that has meant the most to me is the way the practice has taught me not to accept default programming, or judging others for the way they do relationships. Communication about nonmonogamy is like BDSM negotiation, but even more likely to involve talking not only about the way you want to play but also what that play means for the emotional component of your dynamic. All kinds of play have the potential to bring up emotions related to your relationship, but nonmonogamous sex is sex that is fundamentally about your relationship. Poly is not about thinking you’re better than monogamous people; it’s about knowing that you’re different. You can be totally open-minded about fidelity and still decide to be monogamous; the point is that you’ve chosen it, not accepted it, as the baseline, the only option.

Polyamory has taught me, among many things, that time—not love—is a limited resource, and I’ve got no time to waste. Sex in abundance is a wonderful concept that is very much possible—but just because it’s preferable for some doesn’t make it easy. Not every poly dynamic will work, just like not every queer couple will work; that’s not intrinsic to poly, just to being human. Just because two people are at the same sex party doesn’t mean they’ll be attracted to each other or have chemistry. What we share, when we’ve passed through the foyer together, is that we’re all blatantly desiring beings, and whatever we desire can be put into action, if we’re prepared to do the hard and rewarding work.
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Roughly halfway through the process of writing this book, I hear about an all-gender bathhouse party being thrown by some of my friends in Brooklyn. I feel a rare flicker of FOMO, as I’ve been in California for a few years and miss my old sex party scene. Moreover, I’m obsessed with hot tubs and steam rooms, and I have yearned to experience the anonymous and/or easy sex that men have with one another in the particular atmosphere of the bathhouse. Plenty of bathhouses still exist, but few of them are welcoming to women. I use saved-up points to book a plane ticket, vowing to use the time away from home as a writing retreat.

On the plane, I read a zine I’d recently picked up for its irresistible title, Make the Golf Course a Public Sex Forest! by Lyn Corelle and jimmy cooper, which proposes, “The city maintains jogging paths for joggers, bocce courts for bocce players, family beaches for families, roads for drivers, and, yes, golf courses for golfers. Why not sex beaches for perverts? Families and people who don’t want to see public sex could easily avoid them, and freaks could flock to them.”1 I think about Riis Beach, the stretch of sand in the Rockaways that has been a haven for public displays of queer joy for much longer than I had frequented it, which was under attack from gentrification and “not in my backyard” homophobia and anti-trans policing. Can we dream of utopias while actively fighting the civic infrastructure that doesn’t want us to live, let alone be visibly, loudly happy?

A dear friend kindly lets me stay in her apartment near Prospect Park since she’s going to be out of town. This happens to be an apartment where I have attended many salons that had devolved into leather licking, spanking, piercing, rope, service, and the all-important cuddling on the couch while watching friends trample one another in combat boots. Those parties are present with me as I sit alone, sweating buckets in front of my laptop. The July humidity presses in as if everyone in New York City is putting pressure on me from all sides, like I’m already in a room full of bodies. In the company of sex work theory books and a giant photograph of a bloody foot, I resolve not to leave the apartment except for coffee, pizza, wine, and to go to this party, in that order. One of the toughest parts of writing this book has been how COVID-19 put so much distance between my desires and my embodied experiences of spontaneous sexual variety. With my deadline encroaching on a project about connection, compatibility, culture, and community, I somewhat ironically decide to further isolate myself before exploding into the bathhouse.

But even though writing is an inherently solitary practice, I don’t feel alone—in part because the neighborhood just outside the window hums with the entire spectrum of the human experience: booming sound systems, the smell of fried street food and hot trash, the rhythm of the train syncopated like a Nyle Rogers guitar chuck, people on the street screaming in convivial recognition and in every kind of pain. The city that Sam Delany wrote about, as true here in Brooklyn as over the East River decades before, interclass human contact happening on every block. I feel submersed as if underwater with the community and counterculture that made me the person who could write this book. This is not a book about my sex life; it’s about the sex that has surrounded me in my lifetime.

A dominatrix friend generously sends a car to pick me up so we can arrive at the party as soon as it opens. We notice several cute people descending on the place from all directions, under an overpass decorated with posters of a disco ball rubber ducky, which reads, “Come rinse in sin / See you on the tiles.” We undress in the locker room and immediately start greeting old friends and making new ones. A DJ spins house music in the lounge and all kinds of queers sweat through their outfits, on plastic lounge chairs and wooden sauna benches, writhing and screaming and cumming and bullying and cackling and watching, always watching.

There are many, many ways that actual sex parties are not like a scene from Madonna’s Sex. I know now that writhing bodies everywhere, while delightful, is not ever what I wanted specifically. The pleasure of a sex party is being in a space where everyone is being honest about how much they want to fuck. The step across the threshold into the sex party is quick passage through sex’s most annoying antechamber: the step where in order to have the experience you have to pretend you don’t want it. I’ve never found much appeal in the obstacle stage of the erotic equation. There is simply so much to be done.

Many hours later, pores gaping open, hair damp, loose street-legal clothes pulled over my drained body, I step out onto the same sidewalk under the same disco ducky sign (“Don’t scream if you get wet”), heading to the subway to catch a late-night train back to my crashpad. A very handsome person waiting for a car asks me how my party was. “I feel pulverized,” I grin. My bruises are already starting to emerge like a Polaroid portrait. “How was yours?”

“Oh man,” they say. “Close to the end of the night, I noticed this absolutely gorgeous femme standing by herself. I went up to her and asked her what she was looking for, and then she told me, and then I gave it to her.”

“Good for you!” I congratulate them, in this liminal portal between a circumscribed fuck space and the rest of the world. We hug and head to our separate parts of the city, where we use keys to get into private homes, and maybe never see each other again.

That simple moment on the street, casually talking to a stranger about sex and play as if it’s our shared recreational interest—which it is—is as meaningful a moment of contact as sliding my greased-up body over one old friend, chatting in the sauna with others, getting towel snapped and then doused with freezing water by another.

Staring out the window of the train at the 2 a.m. city, I feel in contact with everyone at that party that night, and every other sex party happening in town that night, and the legacy of every party that has happened in the past, with the parks where downlow cruising is underway, with the ghosts of porn theaters in Times Square, with the resonance of a queer future always on the verge of being made with intention and drama and love.

Group sex is proof that liberation is not individual satisfaction; it’s everyone struggling to get free together. We all have the potential for satisfaction outside structures others make for us. We are in contact. We make our own design. We make them ourselves. We make them for one another.

Footnotes

i Icon of science fiction as much as queer theory as much as absolutely filthy novels, who, when I approached him outside the Poetry Project at St. Mark’s Church on the Bowery to gift him a copy of a porn DVD I had directed, took one look at Arabelle Raphael’s glorious tits and told me, generously, “Oh, good, I’m very fond of lesbian stories!”

ii Due to the pathologization of certain kinks, you might associate exhibitionism and voyeurism with opportunistic abusers like “flashers” or “peeping Toms.” But here, we’re discussing the common practice of enjoying watching and being watched by people you fucking ask first, who then agree, and some who even say, “Yes, please!”

iii If you’re so insecure about your ability to please your partner that you’re threatened by an object that makes them cum… well, to quote Shania Twain, that don’t impress me much!

iv If vibrators are proto-sexbots, then I, for one, welcome our robot overlords!

v If you can’t appreciate that your current partner’s previous partners, good and bad, made them the person you’re with today… oh, there’s Shania again!

vi The Humor Research Lab at the University of Colorado Boulder has developed “benign violation theory” to explain what makes a joke funny: a good joke “threatens one’s beliefs about how the world should be” while simultaneously being perceived as “okay, safe, or acceptable.” Masturbation is considered an impolite topic, yet most of us do it and nearly everyone knows that. That’s why it’s funny. Sounds a lot like the erotic irony that drives kinky arousal and may also help explain why some of us laugh uncontrollably as or after we cum.

vii I’m duty bound as a sex educator to request that you please be mindful of the materials you’re putting on or up your junk; to consider visiting a pleasure product store to get nonporous, easy-to-clean materials like silicone; to use lube without irritating bacteria-promoting ingredients like glycerin; and to use flared-base items in your butt to prevent it being sucked up into your rectum during lubey muscle contractions, because the other end of your asshole is your mouth!

viii The leader of Kerista, John Peltz Presmont, dictated who slept with whom every night at the commune, supposedly to discourage preferentialism. Tales of abusive control in many different cults only get uglier from there.
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OUTRO

“PLEASE TOUCH”

The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA in downtown Los Angeles sits between the manga shops of Little Tokyo and the concrete canyon of the LA River. Opening to a narrow square lined with ficus and podocarpus trees, its warehouse gallery is 14,000 square feet with high exposed ceilings, an airy blank canvas for all kinds of installations. On September 9, 2023, the warehouse is filled with porn.

Today is opening day of a monthlong residency curated by Kink Out, an art and activism collective I organize with. Enormous metal warehouse doors are rolled up to let in the sunshine and fresh air. SoCal autumn is still tank top and short-shorts weather, so the museum feels like a big airy patio.

It’s difficult to explain the Kink Out collective concisely, so I’ll quote the website: “a performance platform, ritual space, screening room, art collaboration, panel discussion, BDSM club, rally, call to action, tattoo studio, art auction, and fundraiser for communities most affected by the injustice of censorship, criminalization, and demonization of our lives and livelihoods.” A lot of my closest loved ones work very hard for months to coordinate our magnificent events.

Dubbed Kink Out: Ephemera, the MOCA residency has tapped the Carter-Johnson leather library to bring our ideas to life. Founded in 2005 by leatherwomen couple Jill Carter and Viola “Mama Vi” Johnson, the C-J collection is a nonprofit that preserves literature and memorabilia related to alternative sexualities. Together, we have transformed the Geffen’s warehouse into a pop-up archive of sexual deviance: shelves stacked high and spilling over with books on queerness, BDSM, sex work, nonmonogamy, and smut of all kinds. This free library will be open nearly every day of September for museum guests to peruse. There will be DJs, talkbacks with fetish art elders, panels of street-based sex workers, bootblacking and rope workshops. A nightlife organization called End Overdose will give a free Narcan and CPR training. Goddess Yuki, Founding Mother of the Kiki House of Vivienne Westwood,i will demonstrate how to crack a neon-green single-tail whip. Dancers from an all-trans strip night called Jolene will climb to the top of a nine-foot pole. It feels like the biggest conceivable version of the joyfully sleazy basement I’ve always dreamed of having for myself, except this is even better, because it’s free for anybody who wants to come through.

As I help set up, I find myself thinking back over all the isolating and grueling events of the past few years, how miraculous it feels to be in a sexually extroverted space surrounded by a community of perverts and the respectfully pervert-curious.

What seems like a lifetime ago, February 9, 2020, Kink Out hosted a daylong takeover of MoMA PS1 in Queens, New York. That freezing-cold afternoon, community members led workshops on resisting big-tech surveillance and on the emotional labor of race play. In the courtyard dome, Tamara Santibañez guided attendees to make paint prints of their boot-steps. There was a shibari rope suspension scene, people in puppy hoods running around on all fours in the “pet pen,” fetish films projected on the curved ceiling. Fellow pro-dommes Ashley Paige, Martine Phoenix, Domina Jia, and I stalked up to the stage for an impact play performance. DJ Roze Royze made the entire crowd go wild with the triumphantly on-the-nose choice of Juvenile’s bounce anthem “Back That Azz Up.” It was one of the most ecstatic days of my life, where whores were treated as experts, porn was treated as art, and BDSM was treated as entertainment not just for the prurient interests of cis men with money to burn but by us, for everyone.

That event was called Spaces. We had no idea that New York City would begin to go into generation-defining quarantine by Friday, March 13, that year. How could we have grasped the scope, appreciated the significance of having a physical space to share in revelry, especially to a subculture for whom the sensational fetish objects and the biochemical reactions of fellow babes is so vital?

All of this is to say, I feel incredibly fortunate to be alive and in public nearly four years later, in the California warmth. As a team of four assemble one of those stripper poles that unfolds like a catering table, I’m on a prop-house-sourced cozy green couch folding simple printouts that Mama Vi requested, to be placed on every shelf and table. Bold font, simple instructions:

“PLEASE TOUCH”

The C-J library doesn’t keep things safe from finger oils or spilled coffee. I love this about their work, and this event. The dead-ass seriousness of self-archiving, the highest stakes possible of our often misunderstood cultures. And yet, nothing here is hermetically sealed. The collection is preserved in order to be shared. C-J’s mission: putting “people in touch with their history by allowing them to hold it, read it, smell it and know it.”

The walls are covered in posters. Folsom Street Fair ads through the years featuring the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, burlesque pasties, and pink pig hoods. All kinds of movie one-sheets with provocative imagery from Victor/Victoria to Invitation to Ruin, Maîtresse to Preaching to the Perverted, Angelique in Black Leather to Sick: The Life and Death of Bob Flanagan, Supermasochist. Flyers for leather title contests from Louisiana to Amsterdam, handmade protest march signs including one that reads “Trans women of color fought for me so I hold it down for TWOC.”

As for the shelves: without many of these books, I wouldn’t ever have made it here, would never have become the person I am now. These books are the reason I have so much love, happiness, and friendship in my life, even a little bit of money and power. Copies of books that I have on my shelf at home. Copies of books I’d loaned out and never gotten back. Books I’d always meant to get around to. Books from my own subcultures (Cyd Nova in an Ace bandage binder giving that come-hither leer on the cover of Original Plumbing #1, 2009). Books cited in this book (Gayle S. Rubin’s Deviations, Re/Search’s Confessions of Wanda von Sacher-Masoch, 1990). Books by or featuring people I’ve fucked, that I’ve loved, that have mistreated me, that I’ve forgiven, that died before I could get them to sign my copy. Books I haven’t even discovered yet. The collection does not make a distinction between high, low, or middle brow, between queer or straight, mainstream or adult film.

There are probably a lot of ideas in the library I would disagree with, books I would prefer to strike from the canon… but they’re all here, side by side with my favorites, safeguarded and dog-eared for us to get our greasy paws all over, to debate over, to change our minds and hotwire our hearts. Fetishes we never thought we’d been into, until we saw this one particular video or found this one particular zine.…

Photobooks of lingerie, cheesecake pinups, the Torture Garden club; comics from Guido Crepax to Bondage Fairies; matchbooks from decades of shuttered queer bars. Binders full of the seminal lesbian porn rag On Our Backs organized as innocuously as any home filing system. Magazines with names like Freedom in Restraint, Knotty, Beneath Her Feet, Body Play, Spread, Poz, The Leather Journal, Drummer, Masquerade, Anything That Moves, Handjobs, and my favorite pun discovery, Venus Infers. Images that have been canonized as high art like Mapplethorpe alongside unpretentious hardcore porn from Raging Stallion Studios. A 1983 newsletter from the pagan St. Priapus Church that provides the schedule for sacred time with “jack-off buddies” and declares in bold letters, “Sex can destroy evil.”

I could spend all day here every day of the residency and not even have begun to read every sentence, take in every image, make every connection. Two thousand people will come through: people I’ve fucked for money, people whose videos I’ve jerked off to, people who have broken my heart, people who I have crushes on right now, people I’ll never meet, people who have taught me so much, people who have a lot to learn.

The museum guests are here because they want to celebrate lust, but also because they want to better understand it. This is not a sex party.ii It’s a party about sex. Here’s one last example of erotic irony: the unashamed obscenity of the exhibit lends everything a vibe I can only describe as wholesome.

Today’s program features trans artist and producer Zackary Drucker hosting a warm, intergenerational conversation with Mama Vi Johnson. Snuggled in a cozy chair onstage, Mama Vi tells a story that makes my blood run cold. She had been a casual collector of books, until the day she reached out to a man she’d outbid on eBay for a limited edition anthology from Falstaff Press.iii Vi assumed he was a fellow connoisseur, that they could share resources. Instead, he bragged that he was hired by right-wingers to acquire as many books about subversive sexuality as possible for the purposes of… you guessed it. Burning them.

Now imagine what happens to a museum gallery full of queer literati when you invoke book burning. Gasps of horror, nervous murmurs. It’s not that we don’t all know that Nazis are everywhere, mobilizing, with their Home Depot tiki torches and highly punchable faces. It’s just when you invoke the possibility of fascist immolation, suddenly you feel the urgent need to clutch every last zine and event postcard close to your chest.

A Washington Post article published the same month as the KO: Ephemera residency reported that, according to the American Library Association, “school book challenges reached historic highs in America in 2021 and 2022.”1 Analyzing thousands of these challenges, the Washington Post found that “60 percent of all challenges in the 2021–2022 school year came from 11 adults, each of whom objected to dozens—sometimes close to 100—of books in their districts,” and that most of those objections were to “titles by or about LGBTQ individuals and/or people of color.” A very small number of people who believe these books should not exist, or be accessible, are having an outsized effect on our libraries. Like a single troll on eBay, these book banners can stand between marginalized people of all ages and the ideas that could save their lives.

We need libraries, and we need to fight for them, just like we need everyone to know that we will fight for our right to party, to read, to write, to fuck, to flog, to bleed, to dance.

At the end of her talk, Mama Vi describes herself as taking on the mantle of crone, an archetype she defines as the storyteller, the keeper of the archives, the preserver of the past for younger people trying to find their way.

I’d be flattering myself to say I’ve entered my crone era with this book. My laugh lines need deepening, and my tits need to get closer to my belly. I have more mistakes to make, more tech to feel out of touch with. I still need to see if my world-conquering sex drive will be remotely quieted by menopause.iv

I conceived of Why Are People Into That?! the podcast as an ideal fusion of personal control-freak outlet and expansive community platform. A microphone and a word processor are bubbles sometimes, and words are the glitter I throw in people’s faces so they’re too blinded to see the real me. Throughout my life, I’ve used reading books and listening to podcasts to escape the risks of vulnerability with other people. My podcast was meant to deconstruct all of this. All the guests I invited to my various apartments over the years, often climbing into bed because that’s where you get the best mic sound. The live shows at Pleasure Chest and the Kink.com Armory and Hollywood social clubs were designed to have a “body genre” effect on myself and guests and the audience alike: to make us laugh and swell and shudder to think. It’s a hedonistic act, making the podcast, fueling a living archive of politics and pleasure.

The RSS feed of the Why Are People Into That?! podcast begins in 2014 and follows my conversations through 2021. I put the show on hiatus then because I felt too financially insecure and overwhelmed by the loss of underwriters who bailed during the pandemic. At the same time, I got the opportunity to work with a brilliant literary agent, then editor and publisher, to make a book version of the show. While writing this book, I struggled with some anxiety that I had entered my crone era. Not so much that I was scared of aging but that I had returned to my comfort zone of words instead of having the embodied experiences I’d worked so hard to discover through sex work and the leather community. As wonderful as it is to write a book, writing about sex can feel like the opposite of sex.

When I was young, I idolized Christian Slater in Pump Up the Volume (1990) with his basement pirate radio, broadcasting Pixies and Beastie Boys songs, pretending to jerk off on the air, emboldened by his alter ego “Happy Harry Hard-On” and motto “Talk Hard.” (His crush Samantha Mathis reading poetry and taking her top off may have had something to do with my interest in this film.) “Harry” didn’t have to promote himself. He simply pressed a button and talked, then pressed it again and was gone.

But that was just a fantasy. These are hard times to be a creative professional who wants to reveal some things others do not (my ass, I’m talking about my ass) while keeping certain things (the personhood behind the persona) more private. Everything these days seems to ask more of me for less. Even sex work, which once felt like a viable way to support an artist’s life, now feels like a publicity beast that must constantly be fed content. It’s unsustainable for someone who is devoted to maintaining a work-life balance, which I am. I’m very grateful to the people who want to know when the show will come back. I hope to make it sustainable again one day.

It’s hard when you finish a book not to think about all the stories you wanted to include, the topics you wanted to expound on. There’s not nearly enough in this book about stiletto heels and greased boots, about magic wand vibrators and butt plugs, about sensory deprivation and rope bondage, about cuckolds and cigar ash, about breeding and tentacles, about age play and pig play, about blood cupping and golden showers, about lactation and latex. All I ever want to make is love letters to the people who are so fascinating and amazing to me. As for this book of love letters to raunch and desire, I hope you saw yourself once or twice, and I hope you were satisfyingly outraged, because disagreeing with books is not the same as burning them. I hope to make more podcasts, and books, and crucially, to keep having new adventures that make me want to talk hard.

At the Geffen warehouse, sitting on the floor in front of Zachary and Mama Vi, making laps around the library, touching, as instructed, books that reminded me of all my years of ferocious curiosity: on that day, which happened to be my forty-first birthday, I didn’t feel like a book life and a sex life were mutually exclusive at all. I didn’t feel like I was owed anything; I felt like I wanted to continue to entertain, to enliven, to help create collaborative spaces. Like George Michael, patron saint of public gay sex, once sang, “you gotta give what you take.” I’m excited to sit in future rooms surrounded by fellow perverts, to read other books no one has written yet.

So wherever and whenever you’re reading this, join me in raising a glass, of champagne or sparkling water or the piss of someone you love, whatever brings you pleasure: here’s to the unburnable books, to all of the whys of the future, all of the why nots of our history, to the workers and healers, to the tops and bottoms and switches and verses, the lovers and dreamers, and to you, the listeners and readers, most of all.

Footnotes

i Kiki Houses are a trans tradition of kinship that has evolved out of ballroom culture, often named after fashion designers: the Overall Mother of Kiki House of Vivienne Westwood is Daphne a.k.a. DJ EthicalDrvgs, who, along with kd diamond, is also one of the primary organizers of KO: Ephemera.

ii Although cruising is definitely happening, and I know of at least one couple who fucks in the bathroom.

iii An American publisher of “risqué books” that was convicted in 1939 for sending “obscene matter through the mails.”

iv We’re betting not.
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