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ABSTRACT 

Over the past century and a half, BDSM (bondage and discipline, domination and 

submission, sadism and masochism) has developed as a recognized sexual sub-culture (Sisson, 

2007), and has been the subject of considerable attention, notably by medical and psychiatric 

fields. Often derided, condemned, pathologized, and even criminalized, the BDSM community’s 

self-definition and -understanding differs greatly from those offered by early patriarchal 

psychoanalysts and contemporary mainstream institutions. BDSM is ostracized and 

discriminated against because of its deviation from hegemonic sexuality, which perpetuates one 

socially, legally, and politically acceptable version of sex, gender identity, and relationship 

structure. While the S/M community has a rich and well-documented history and cultural 

formation, including established and maintained best practices to center safety and consent, it is 

still pathologized and stigmatized as a violent, perverted sexual subculture that reproduces 

patriarchy via philosophical liberalism and moral relativity. A growing body of scholarship 

indicates that BDSM has therapeutic potential, due in part to its use of subversion as a tool of 

resistance, and the central practice of care for one another. The present study interviewed 6 

professional practitioners of BDSM from across Canada. These professionals have practiced for 

over 10 years and have a well-established understanding of in-group best practices as well as the 

ongoing impacts of pathologization and discrimination. Over 15 hours of semi-structured 

interviews yielded findings that support that the S/M community remains misunderstood, 

misrepresented (in courts of law, mental health settings, and in media), that best practices and 

codes of conduct are taken extremely seriously, and that subversion largely contributes to 

BDSM’s cathartic, healing, and therapeutic potential. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

BDSM stands for bondage and discipline, domination and submission, sadism and 

masochism. Its linguistic origins began in the late 1800s with the terms “sadism” and 

“masochism” (Krafft-Ebing, 1886). BDSM is sometimes synonymously referred to as “SM”, 

“S&M”, “S/M”, or “sadomasochism”. What constitutes as BDSM varies widely; typically, it is 

recognized as interactions or “scenes”, involving consensual intense sensations (ex. Spanking, 

binding), fantasy-based roleplay incorporating power dynamics, and a sexual context – but not 

always (Weinberg, William, Moser, 1984). Over the past century and a half, BDSM has 

developed as a recognized sexual subculture (Sisson, 2007), and has been the subject of 

considerable attention, notably by medical and psychiatric fields. Often derided, condemned, 

pathologized, and even criminalized, the BDSM community’s self-definition and -understanding 

differs greatly from those offered by early patriarchal psychoanalysts and contemporary 

mainstream institutions. As a result, and absent meaningful understanding of BDSM and the 

well-established protocols and codes of conduct intended to ensure safety and consent, sadism 

and/or masochism have been listed as pathological disorders in all versions of the Diagnostic 

Statistical Manual (DSM) (APA, 1952; 1968; 1980; 1994; 2013). Reflecting these gaps in 

understanding, and responsive to the broader social and cultural context, the diagnostic criteria 

differ in crucial ways from the in-group practices of the BDSM community (APA, 2013). The 

DSM-I lists sadism as a “sexual deviation” that “include[s] rape, sexual assault, mutilation” 

(APA, 1952, pp. 38-39); fifty-five years and 4 versions later, the DSM-V still defines sadism as 

synonymous with sexual assault, specifying in diagnostic criteria that the sadistic encounter must 

be with a “nonconsenting person” (APA, 2013, p. 695). 
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This text approaches, unpacks, and analyses BDSM via a lens situated towards the North 

American cultural, political, and economic paradigm; I explain this perspective further in the 

researcher positionality section of this chapter. Furthermore, for the purposes of this text and the 

present study, I generally focus on the BDSM community and those who engage with it as self-

identified members, and/or those who sexually orientate themselves as sadomasochists. I refer 

both to BDSM community members and individuals who practice BDSM and/or S/M-adjacent 

activities throughout this text. The former, BDSM community members, typically have more 

personal, public, and potentially professional, investment in S/M as a subculture; as a result, 

these folks generally have a better understanding of in-group best practices, codes of conduct, 

and consequences for those who fail to follow these. Individuals who practice BDSM or S/M-

adjacent activities outside of community settings may not share the same investment in the 

community and subculture and may not be exposed to the same type of public consequence or 

accountability should they fail to follow in-group best practices. By individual BDSM practice, 

or “S/M-adjacent” activities, I am referring to that which may appear as BDSM or like BDSM, 

incorporating similar physiological and psychological components, but not necessarily claiming 

to be BDSM, nor necessarily following BDSM community best practices. Throughout this text, 

as I speak to the emancipatory, subversive, and therapeutic potential of BDSM, I am referring 

specifically to the BDSM community and those who follow in-group codes of conduct. As 

relevant, I compare BDSM community practice versus individual BDSM or S/M-adjacent 

practice. 

This thesis was conducted and is presented via the field of social work in the Canadian 

context and is one of the first of its kind on this controversial topic. Social work is a profession 

that attends to the immediate and longer-term needs of individuals, families, and communities. 
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Often working at the behest and under the employment of the state, the profession has long 

walked a thin line between discipline and care, frequently working alongside other professionals, 

notably in psychology and psychiatry. The profession also has a deeply religious history, its own 

formation stemming from the faith-based work of early charitable organizations (Mule, 2016, p. 

37; Johnson 2019, pp. 339-340). Finally, and particularly in Canada, social work has long been 

implicated in the state’s intervention into family life, structure, and practice. To be clear, by state 

“intervention”, I am not referring to the exchange of taxes for material benefits (ex. Medicare, 

libraries, employment insurance, etc.), but to how deeply ingrained ideologies rooted in 

oppressive systems are perpetuated via these interventions, and the role of necropolitics – who is 

deemed worthy to access these resources, and who is left to die without them (Altamirano-

Jiminez, 2021, p. 3). These ideologies and necropolitics in this context aim to maintain 

hegemonic sexuality, and eradicate any and all deviation from it, as explained later in this 

chapter. Indeed, in the Canadian context, one of social work’s primary early functions, 

encouraged by the state (with white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant influence) was the surveilling and 

policing of Indigenous kinship and, in turn sexuality (Simpson, 2017, pp. 96-97; Johnson, 2019). 

It is at the intersection of these three systems or institutions (religion, psychiatry, and the family) 

that social work’s orientation to sex, gender, and sexuality in their hegemonic forms has been 

realized and reinforced, via state-supported interventions. Contemporary social work is the 

legacy of, and must be corrective to, its predecessor.  

While still embedded within state-systems (ex. Regulatory colleges, healthcare, 

educational institutions, prisons, policy creation, addictions treatment, etc.) and responsive, 

broadly, to the goals of those systems, contemporary social work practice pushes the profession 

toward justice. The Canadian Association of Social Workers’ (CASW) Code of Ethics, Values, 
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and Guiding Principles asserts that social workers are expected to, among many things, “respect 

the dignity and worth of all persons” (CASW, 2024, 1.1), and “uphold social justice” via 

advocacy (2.1; 2.3). Increasingly, social work degree programs are promoting themselves as 

“critical”; including, but not limited to Dalhousie University, York University, and University of 

Victoria (2025). Critical, reflexive social work praxis is anti-oppressive; the latter is defined as a 

“practice that draws on a number of critical theories” (Baines, 2017, p. 2), and recognizes the 

impacts of intersectionality, privilege, and systemic oppression (p. 2). Yet social work programs 

and practitioners have, as Mule puts it, “lagged behind in entering the discussion regarding 

gender and sexuality studies” (2016, p. 48).  Given social work’s history of perpetuating 

discrimination via pathologizing and punitively enforcing sexuality, gender, and social 

reproduction, it is crucial that the field become more critically and reflexively engaged with 

critical discourse pertaining to the BDSM community. As Susan Hillock asserts, discrimination 

from social workers on the basis of sexuality and gender will continue to “proliferate as long as 

social work and healthcare professions fail to educate and engage their workers in these subject 

areas” (2016, p. 79).  

Social work is a field dedicated to dismantling systems of oppression and recognizing the 

impacts of social systems on individuals and communities (CASW, 2024). Social workers are 

required to look beyond socially and structurally maintained discriminatory pathologization, and 

serve their clients from a critical, client-centered perspective. Social workers have a 

responsibility to reflect and unpack their own biases, educate themselves on the discrimination 

and stigmatization faced by BDSM community members, and understand the difference between 

consensual BDSM that follows in-group best practices, and abuse. Finally, there is much for 

social workers to learn from the BDSM community; the latter has been organizing and 
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advocating for collective emancipation for decades. This emancipation is twofold: first, the 

BDSM community has fought, and continues to fight, for their own emancipation from 

hegemonic sexuality, demanding freedom to consciously deviate from these indoctrinated norms. 

Second, the subversive elements within BDSM practice, which confront and deconstruct systems 

of oppression, offer extraordinary insight into creative community collaboration, activism, and 

organizing.  For as Paulo Freire asserts, “In order for the oppressed to be able to wage the 

struggle for their liberation, they must perceive the reality of oppression not as a closed world 

from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can transform” (1970; 2017, p. 

23) 

Purpose of the Study & Research Questions  

Aligned with the values of contemporary social work practice and sensitive to the 

persistent pathologization of sexual sub-cultures, this study offers a comprehensive, community 

defined account of BDSM practice and its liberatory, emancipatory, and therapeutic potential. 

More precisely, this study provides insight into participant perspectives on the therapeutic, 

healing, and/or cathartic potentials of BDSM, as well as on the conditions and protocol required 

for such benefit. Concerning the latter objective, it amalgamates best practices and codes of 

conduct used by professional BDSM practitioners across Canada. Codes of conduct refer to 

specific shared terms used by the BDSM community; these codes of conduct are themselves a 

kind of best practice. I will be using “best practices” as a broader term that refers to all processes 

by which BDSM community members ensure safety and consent are centered. Later in this 

chapter, I offer a brief historical and contemporary description of these best practices.  

In February and March of 2025, I interviewed 6 self-identified professional practitioners 

of BDSM. To gather in-depth, information-rich qualitative data, I intended to recruit no more 
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than 10 participants. After screening and confirming eligibility for 6 participants, a number 

recognized as sufficient for qualitative data, and due to feasibility and financial constraints, I 

ceased recruitment. Additionally, saturation was achieved in the data with these 6 participants. I 

defined “professional” as an individual offering BDSM services to clients in exchange for money 

or a trade of goods. I recruited participants who had been involved in the BDSM community for 

at least one year in this capacity; this was to ensure that all participants would have a deeper 

understanding of, and experience with, in-group best practices. Furthermore, being recognized as 

a “professional” within the community logically comes with increased visibility, social 

responsibility, and accountability; I felt these participants would therefore be able to speak to the 

importance and rigor of in-group best practices. Interviews were semi-structured and 

corresponded to the study’s two overarching research questions:  

1) what do self-identified professional BDSM practitioners consider their codes of 
 conduct and best practices, to ensure safety and consent are centered in their BDSM 
 practice? 

  
2) when these best practices are followed, do these professionals see therapeutic potential 

  within their BDSM scenes?  
 

Interviews were structured into two sections, respectively, to the research questions 

above. Participants were asked about their professional BDSM best practices, including how they 

center consent and safety, codes of conduct used, and why they feel these are important. 

Participants were then asked about the cathartic/healing/therapeutic potential of BDSM (with 

clarification between these terms), and if, and why, best practices were important if clients 

wanted to achieve this in a BDSM encounter. I offered definitions for the terms “subversion”, 

“ritual”, and “performance”, and asked participants if 1) these terms were familiar to them, and 

2) if they had observed any of these in their professional BDSM practice. Finally, participants 

were asked about any discrimination they may have faced as a BDSM community member, their 
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views on media representation of S/M, and broadly if there is anything they wish society would 

better understand about BDSM. 

In over 15 hours of conversations, participants shared with me that safety, consent, and 

accountability are crucial and central to their practice as well as to the community at large; that 

discrimination and stigmatization still exist and have affected all of them in various ways; that 

kink can be healing for some, but doesn’t need to be in order to be legitimate or acceptable; and 

that best practices should be adhered to if healing/catharsis is a goal of the BDSM encounter (or 

“scene”). Notably, all participants spoke to the beauty, freedom, and connection (with 

themselves and others) that they find in their personal and professional BDSM practice.  

In sharing the insights and experiences of participants, this thesis offers scholars, 

students, and practitioners of social work a new way of understanding BDSM from the vantage 

point of those who practice it safely and consensually, subject to ongoing public accountability. 

My objective is two-fold. Broadly, I aim to destigmatize and de-pathologize the practice, such 

that social workers are better positioned to support clients who engage in BDSM, or who might 

be interested in better understanding it. Secondly, I aim to provide insight into specific protocol 

deployed within the community to ensure BDSM’s safe and consensual practice. In so doing, I 

highlight the social, physical, and emotional value of this practice, as articulated by participants, 

and I offer insight into how BDSM fits within social work’s critical, anti-oppressive, and social 

justice-oriented paradigm. This project builds on the small but growing empirical scholarship on 

the therapeutic potentials of BDSM, offering clarity and consideration for how social work, as a 

critically engaged caring profession, might best support clients who are members of the BDSM 

community.  
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BDSM Community Best Practices & Consent: A Brief Introduction 

As clarified earlier in this chapter, I use “best practices” to describe all the ways that the BDSM 

community centers safety and consent. These include, but are not limited to, codes of conduct 

(often in the form of acronyms), pre-negotiations (sometimes involving contracts), safe words, 

check-ins, debriefs, and aftercare. BDSM best practices have been well documented over the last 

fifty years, and new members to the sexual subculture are typically educated on these practices, 

as well as in-group expectations for acceptable conduct (Sisson, 2007, p. 11). Importantly, 

BDSM is recognized as a sexual subculture; it is a “collective system of meanings and practices 

that emerge[d] from historically specific social and psychological conditions” (Sisson, 2007, 

p.11).  

Culturally recognized collective meanings and practices have been recorded and 

distributed via BDSM community members and organizations for decades, such as Samois and 

Society of Janus (Sisson, 2007, p. 18). One of the earliest published records of best practices was 

the pamphlet What Color is Your Handkerchief by lesbian S/M group Samois (Khan, 2014, p. 

58). Today, the National Coalition for Sexual Freedom (NCSF) is a United States-based 

organization "committed to creating a political, legal, and social environment in the US that 

advances equal rights for consenting adults who engage in alternative sexual and relationship 

expressions” (NSCF, n.d.). NCSF offers a plethora of free educational and advocacy resources 

for BDSM community members, researchers, and professionals via their website.  

Codes of conduct, in the form of acronyms, are one of the more commonly used and 

recognized BDSM best practices. Safe, Sane, Consensual (SSC) has been a central code of 

conduct in the S/M community for decades (Langdridge, Barker, 2007; Demasque, 2018). SSC 

was coined in 1983 by David Stein (Demasque, 2018). Stein created the term primarily to create 
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distance between the pathological definitions of S/M (such as in the DSM I-V), and the type he 

and others practiced (Demasque, 2018). However, SSC has faced in-group pushback, specifically 

around the use of the word “sane”, which many find to be ableist (Schultz, 2018), and “safe”, 

which many find to be vague (Goldberg, 2018, p. 133). Increasingly, BDSM community 

members are reflecting a concern led by harm reduction activists: a space or activity can be made 

safer, but it is impossible to guarantee 100% safety.  

There are a variety of other acronyms used by the BDSM community. NCSF’s What 

Professionals Need to Know About Kink presents the code of conduct Expected Prior Permission 

(EPP) when explaining how consent should be approached in S/M (2024, p. 7). EPP involves 1) 

agreeing to specific acts with specific intensity, 2) agreeing what type of resistance shown while 

during roleplay can be ignored (ex. The submissive may want the dominant to continue despite 

them flinching uncontrollably), 3) being of sound mind, 4) agreeing to not take risks that may 

result in serious injury (NCSF, 2024, p. 7). Other commonly used codes of conduct acronyms are 

Risk Aware Consensual Kink (RACK), Personal Responsibility in Consensual Kink (PRICK), 

Trauma-Informed Consensual Kink (TICK), and Freely Given, Reversible, Informed, 

Enthusiastic, Specific (FRIES). RACK was introduced in 1999 as an alternative to SSC by Gary 

Switch (Demasque, 2018). Instead of using “safe”, RACK uses “risk-aware” to illustrate that it’s 

impossible to guarantee 100% safety (Demasque, 2018). TICK is a “consent approach created by 

Black folx+ to support navigating potential triggers and trauma responses in the pursuit of 

pleasure, safety, and liberation” (AASECT, n.d.). FRIES was created by Planned Parenthood to 

explain how consent works in an accessible, straightforward, and easily remembered way (n.d.). 

It is typically presented alongside the phrase “consent is as easy as FRIES” (Planned Parenthood, 

n.d.).  Many other versions of consent acronyms exist, used to help simplify and illustrate codes 
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of conduct used in S/M (and other sexual/sensually intimate encounters); those acronyms 

presented here offer a non-comprehensive look at the many ways the community deeply cares 

about making safety and consent central in the community.  

As the reader may observe, the above acronyms are intended to center safety and consent 

in BDSM practice in a way that is accessible, approachable, and accountable to newer 

members/practitioners. While these acronyms do indeed make it easier to broadly conceptualize 

safety and consent, it must be acknowledged that consent, in certain contexts especially, can 

remain unclear and somewhat flexible – something touched on in the findings of this study. 

Consensual Non-Consent, or CNC, is a type of BDSM activity that pushes the boundaries of 

consent; NCSF clarifies that while in CNC, the bottom (or submissive) agrees to not withdraw 

consent, all activities are still pre-negotiated, and a safe word is in place (2024, p. 8). Questions 

of consent, its flexibilities, and its limitations, deserve to be researched further as they are 

implicated in BDSM.  

This section has offered a brief definition of BDSM best practices and codes of conduct. I 

have presented and defined for the reader a few commonly used acronyms to center consent and 

safety that are used by the community broadly. Finally, this section plants a seed to begin 

problematizing the notion of consent, its spaces for nuance, confusion, flexibility, and 

limitations. Generally, this thesis does not investigate BDSM practice that specifically pushes the 

boundaries of consent, although some data on this did arise in the interviews. While I generally 

approach consent throughout this text as a straightforward, protected component at the center of 

S/M cultural practice, is important that the reader be aware of the complexities around consent in 

some BDSM practice. Sometimes, consent is intentionally (and consensually) pushed, or even 

violated; sometimes, consent is centered but best practices fail despite honest intentions; 
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sometimes, people with bad intentions co-opt the space and/or language of BDSM to abuse 

others and violate consent. Further discourse on the complexity of consent is crucial to the 

continuation of work on this topic and population. 

Hegemonic sexuality 

S/M is a subversion of hegemonic sexuality. To understand the emancipatory and 

therapeutic potential of BDSM, it needs to be understood in relation to the sexual-moral 

economy and context in which it is problematized, pathologized, and vilified. By hegemonic 

sexuality, I am referring to that which is white supremacist (according to a particular set of 

American, British, and Western European norms), able-bodied, heterosexual, cisgendered, 

monogamous, reproductive, and imperialist. Hegemonic sexuality is what queer theorist Gayle 

Rubin refers to as the top of the “sex hierarchy” (1982); see figure1. Hegemonic sexuality is 

represented in the inner, “charmed” circle of the illustration (Figure 1, Rubin, 1982); the deviant 

and “damned” outer circle depicts sexuality outside of the boundary of hegemonic sexuality.  
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Figure 1: “The Sex Hierarchy” Diagram by Gayle S. Rubin, in “Thinking Sex: Notes for a 
Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in Deviations: A Gayle Rubin Reader, ed. Gayle 
S. Rubin, pp. 137-181. Copyright 2012, Gayle Rubin. All rights reserved. Republished by 
permission of the copyright holder, and the Publisher. www.dukeupress.edu. DUP-RP-
5915. Permission letter attached in appendix #5.  

Subverting hegemonic sexuality  

The BDSM subculture has a well-documented history, aligns with anthropological 

definitions of what determines a culture, and, perhaps most importantly, has established, 

reproducible, and teachable codes of behavior (Sisson, 2007). While BDSM remains taboo in 

dominant social discourse, a 2017 study showed that “up to seventy percent of people show at 

least some interest in BDSM, or have BDSM-related fantasies, and almost half have engaged in 

some sort of BDSM behavior” (McArthur, 2022, p. 71, referencing Holvoet et al., 2017). Over 

the past twenty-five years, BDSM has expanded exponentially in the public sphere: it is no 
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if humans created harmful power dynamics and systems of oppression (1990; 2023), we can also 

re-interact with them, warp them, and destroy them.  

It becomes clearer, then, that when following in-group best practices and truly reflecting 

the BDSM community, BDSM practice does not inherently replicate, reproduce, and perpetuate 

harmful systems of oppression - it confronts and dismantles them. The BDSM space then 

becomes a place to reject the normalcy of white supremacy, ableism, cis-heteronormativity, 

racism, homophobia, transphobia, patriarchy, misogyny, capitalism, and genocide. It seeks to 

deviate from it, queer it, decolonize it, warp it, pervert it. This practice may feel acutely and 

personally liberating or cathartic to the individual; but in organizing and advocating for BDSM 

as a community dedicated to this critical, self-reflexive subversion, through channels of radical 

care, tenderness, and intimacy, the practice can become collectively emancipatory. At the very 

least, those who practice can learn, and subsequently teach, what it means to begin questioning 

the status quo, how to tune in to our somatic and emotional needs, how to find care and closeness 

with others similarly seeking freedom to be who they truly are. A wide and deep puddle begins 

with one raindrop.  

Those in helping professions such as social work, especially those who work in clinical 

mental health, must be able to distinguish consensual, healthy BDSM from BDSM-appropriating 

practices that rely on and reinforce hegemonic sexuality. These practitioners must also be clear 

on the ways in which hegemonic sexuality can be harmful even to those who conform to its 

requirements, in addition to the depth of pathologization and discrimination experienced by those 

who do not. BDSM-appropriating practices co-opt in-group language to define it, but do not 

incorporate key best practices; the “rough sex” defence is an example of this (Bows & Herring, 

2023). Without safety and consent, S/M-adjacent practices are more likely to effectively 
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reproduce hegemonic sexuality, rather than subvert it. The Berlin-based BDSM organization 

Karada House asserts (Figure 7), “at worst, [kink] re-enacts, at best it deconstructs” (n.d.).  

Statistical evidence indicates that most heterosexual women identify as submissives, and 

most heterosexual men identify as dominant (McArthur, 2022, p. 75, referencing Weiss, 2011). 

Some may conclude that these statistics imply that BDSM, most of the time, does replicate 

patriarchal power dynamics. My response to this phenomenon is threefold: 1) I believe it is 

possible for a heterosexual BDSM encounter wherein the woman is the bottom and the man is 

the top to still subvert the traditional methods and spaces of patriarchal power dynamics; 2) For 

the purposes of this study, I later highlight the work of those BDSM practitioners who are queer, 

disabled, and or Black, Indigenous, or of Colour (BIPOC). When speaking on the emancipatory 

and subversive potential of BDSM, I am particularly interested in these overlaps with 

intersecting identities that also deviate from hegemonic sexuality. In this way, this statistical 

reality does not subtract from the central focus of this thesis but is still crucial to acknowledge 

and analyze; and 3) It is true that in some spaces, BDSM is not subversive. It is in these spaces 

where subversion is either less obvious, or entirely absent, that those practicing should take extra 

care to avoid normalizing and perpetuating harmful power dynamics, rather than subverting and 

de-constructing them. It is also true that BDSM does not need to be about subversion to be 

legitimate or acceptable; for many, BDSM practice is less about intentional subversion, and is 

more about intense sensations and psychological play. Generally, BDSM is inherently 

subversive, even if unintended, given the stigmatization and discrimination those who practice 

often face, and its history of deviating from hegemonic sexuality.  

Social workers, and other professionals within mental health, have a responsibility to 

understand BDSM as a legitimate sexual subculture and practice, rather than continuing to 
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perpetuate systemic discrimination against a misunderstood and misrepresented community. 

They also need to be able to distinguish between safe, consensual BDSM, and practices that 

appropriate the language of BDSM, while otherwise, are harmful or abusive. One way to achieve 

this is to provide first-person data on how consent, health, and safety are centered in BDSM 

practice as community codes of conduct. And to consider what BDSM might offer in terms of 

important insights into community advocacy, collaboration, and resistance via subversion—all of 

which correspond to critical, self-reflexive social work praxis.  

Researcher Positionality 

Self-reflexivity is a crucial component of a critical, anti-oppressive social work praxis. 

Acknowledging and examining one’s own beliefs, biases, and social positionality promotes 

accountability, enhancing the effectiveness of social work interventions, and ensuring alignment 

with equity and justice; this ultimately fosters more respectful and empowering relationships 

with clients and communities. Self-reflexive praxis is vital in social work research because it 

fosters a deeper understanding of how researchers' perspectives and experiences can influence 

the research process, from framing questions to interpreting findings; this is essential to enhance 

the credibility of the research. 

 Social positionality is a term that reflects the values of intersectional feminism (Queens 

University, 2025), which recognizes that each of us lives with a unique combination of privilege 

and oppression (Crenshaw, 1991), and that this impacts on our experience and understanding of 

the world. Given this impact, it is important to be transparent about what potential biases I may 

bring to this research. No research can be completely objective, and my lived experience 

inevitably impacts how I approach, conduct, analyze, and present this study. Care has been taken 

to ensure as much objectivity as possible, and I have rigorously adhered to ethical standards. By 
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sharing my social positionality, the reader is offered more context to interpret and understand 

this work.  

I am a white settler woman living in Kjipuktuk, Mi’kma’ki, the unceded and ancestral 

territory of the Mi’kmaq People. This land has also been home to African Nova Scotians for 

hundreds of years. I was born in Treaty One (Winnipeg, Manitoba), the traditional lands of the 

Anishinaabe, Cree, and Dakota Peoples, and the national homeland of the Red River Métis. My 

father’s grandparents immigrated from Iceland and England as fishermen, and my mother’s great 

grandparents immigrated from Ireland and Scotland as farmers. I am able-bodied, cisgendered, 

and have access to emotional and financial support via my family. I also have an easier time 

navigating and accessing capital due to my privilege. I am bisexual and queer, live with 

medicated mental illness, and am recovered from addictive substance use (although I believe that 

recovery is always ongoing). I live with significant religious trauma from growing up non-

consensually in the Christian church and attending a private Christian school until the age of 16.  

I actively practice BDSM and identify as a masochist. I am engaged with the community 

in various aspects but primarily practice privately. I have found S/M to be an incredibly powerful 

space to explore, process, and heal from my religious trauma. My first degree was a Bachelor of 

Fine Arts Honours from the University of Manitoba, where I researched and experimented with 

the performative space, creating interactive sculptures where performers could explore intimacy 

and play with one another. The performance art space is ritualistic; the blood is real, not ketchup 

(Abramovic, 2015). What happens in the performance art space is transformative and reflects 

Judith Butler’s assertion that via performance we can change reality (Butler via Big Think, 

2023). I began wondering, if the performance space is real, transformative, and cathartic, could it 

also be therapeutic? Could it be a space for activism? I pursued another bachelor's degree, this 
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time in Psychology. Simultaneously, I began working in pro-choice counseling, harm reduction, 

and sex education. My growing recognition that sexuality is a social issue, rather than a 

pathological one, led me to pursue this Master of Social Work. Furthermore, I felt compelled to 

explore the intersection of performance art, BDSM, sexuality, activism, and emancipation.  

Given my social location, wherein I have grown up and lived in the context of North 

American [specifically Canadian] political economy and private market, this thesis is approached 

from this perspective. My analysis focuses on the historic and contemporary social, political, and 

cultural paradigm of Canada and the United States as it relates to hegemonic sexuality and the 

BDSM community. My analyses of pathologization, political economy, and theory are therefore 

also influenced by this context. My brief analysis of law focuses on the Canadian Criminal Code. 

Whereas much of this thesis may be broadly applicable to the discourse on BDSM and 

hegemonic sexuality globally, more nuance and context is needed to understand the variations 

inevitably present in said discourse across geographic locations, cultures, and histories not 

centered in this text (ex. Eastern Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia).  

Overview of thesis 

In what follows, I offer a complex breakdown of the history and cultural formation of the 

BDSM community (chapter two). BDSM’s linguistic origins are presented, followed by its early 

pathologization via psychoanalysis. Following this, three examples S/M-adjacent practices (pre-

linguistic origins) across history and culture are offered; the first via the Christian Church (and 

therefore in alignment with hegemonic sexuality), then via Indigenous rituals and the origin of 

Japanese Shibari. A comprehensive timeline illustrating the social construction and Western 

imaginary of BDSM follows this, from its linguistic origins to present day. Rounding out the 
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chapter, in-group feminist discourse on S/M, otherwise known as the “sex wars” are discussed, 

followed by an introduction of the “rough sex” defence.  

Chapter three moves into contemporary discourse on BDSM, highlighting various 

scholarship on the conceptualization of BDSM as embodied political subversion and a 

potentially therapeutic practice. This section offers examples of pro-BDSM scholarship by 

community members who hold other marginalized identities. The chapter finishes with a section 

analyzing existing empirical scholarship pertaining to the therapeutic potentials of BDSM.  

Chapter four addresses the present study, moving through research design, methodology, 

and an overview of findings. Chapter five delves deeper into the foundation set by chapter four, 

offering results broken down by theme and sub-theme, and supported by illustrative quotes and 

existing literature. Chapter six applies findings to a discussion; beginning with my interpretation 

of key findings, I move into three sections. The first discusses findings related to BDSM codes of 

conduct, and the implications these findings have for both the “rough sex” defence, and the 

ongoing pathologization of S/M in the DSM. The second discusses findings related to the 

healing, cathartic, and therapeutic potentials of BDSM. This chapter is rounded out with the final 

sub-section, which discusses how the findings of this study implicate the critical, reflexive, anti-

oppressive social worker. Finally, I offer an overall conclusion to the thesis and the 

interpretations of findings within chapter seven. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter offers a historic and cultural scaffolding for the thesis as whole. More 

precisely, it brings into conversation the formation of BDSM as a distinct sexual sub-culture 

situated within a broader socio-economic, political, and cultural context. BDSM and this broader 

context are in near constant tension. BDSM, as elaborated in chapter one, emerges as a response 

to the repressiveness of hegemonic sexuality, so constituted through the agendas of church, state, 

and capital. BDSM is also subject to processes of marginalization, pathologization, and 

vilification that follow from and serve to reinforce those agendas. These processes have resulted 

in a profound misrepresentation of BDSM and the BDSM community—this misrepresentation 

and the misunderstanding that inevitably follows is reified and mobilized in different ways by 

differently invested actors.  

In what follows, I focus on several spaces in which BDSM is misconstrued, either 

deliberately as a mechanism of social control and exclusion, or less so—as in the case of anti-

BDSM feminism, which—as discussed—in its effort to protect women from sexual violence, 

leans into reductive and harmful understandings of BDSM and the BDSM community. More 

specifically, after a discussion of several examples of S/M-adjacent practices across history and 

cross-culturally, I elaborate the early social construction of BDSM with nascent psychiatry and 

psychoanalysis. From there, I discuss how this pathologized version of BDSM has been 

politicized within the feminist movement and weaponized within the context of sexual abuse and 

assault trials (via the “rough sex” defence). Both of which, through the repetition and 

reproduction of faulty understandings of BDSM, have deepened its pathologized and 

marginalized status.  
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History and Cultural formation of BDSM 

BDSM Prior to Kraft-Ebbing: S/M-Adjacent Practices Across History & Culture 

Psychoanalyst Richard von Krafft-Ebing created the terms "sadism” and “masochism” in 

his 1886 work Psychopathia Sexualis (1886, 2011). He was inspired by two fictional works: 120 

Days of Sodom by the Marquis de Sade (1785, 2008), and Venus in Furs by Leopold von Sacher-

Masoch (1870). To understand the basis for the pathologization of sadism, it must be 

acknowledged how deeply disturbing and violent 120 Days of Sodom is, featuring sexual assault, 

torture, and murder (de Sade, 1785). Sacher-Masoch's work, Venus in Furs, also fails to 

accurately depict the way BDSM is practiced with BDSM communities (1870), but also the 

commonality of BDSM-type practices more broadly, historically, and cross culturally (Sisson, 

2007). While it is understandable that these two works did not accurately represent a culture 

established decades following their publication, I highlight this discrepancy to illustrate the 

ridiculousness of defining these terms in the 2013 DSM-V based on their linguistic origins, rather 

than on the in-group definition of the sexual culture, which by the 21st century, was very well 

established.  

S/M-adjacent practices have existed prior to the linguistic manufacturing of Richard von 

Krafft-Ebing. They can be traced throughout history and across cultures. S/M-adjacent activities 

are here defined as rituals involving intense sensations that may result in physical marking. They 

are not synonymous with culturally recognized contemporary BDSM practice. Power dynamics 

and an erotic context may be present in these S/M-adjacent practices, but not necessarily. The 

first example in this section comes from the medieval Christian Church (as an institution), the 

second from Indigenous Nations who frequented the Plains of Turtle Island, and the third with 

origins from Edo-period Japan. My goal in presenting these S/M-adjacent practices across 
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history and cultures is threefold. First, I aim to prove that S/M-adjacent practices, including 

intense sensations, markings (ex. Scarring, bruising), and eroticized power dynamics, have 

existed prior to the contemporary understanding of BDSM and its early pathologization in the 

latter half of the 19th century. With this point, I hope to normalize the existence of these 

practices, and eradicate the deeply held belief that S/M-type behavior is a pathological, perverted 

disorder that emerged in a specific cultural and historic context. Second, I aim to illustrate the 

ways in which S/M-adjacent practices are (often, but not always) more socially acceptable when 

incorporated into religious and cultural practices, such as penance, tattoos, piercings, sports, and 

rituals involving pain and/or religious ecstasy. Third, I present the ways in which the following 

examples are more, or less, socially acceptable, depending on where and how they align, or stray 

from, hegemonic sexuality. 

The intense sensations and markings involved in these rituals are, literally, the same types 

present in S/M. While these components of S/M are part of its taboo nature and stigmatization, I 

argue that its distancing from hegemonic sexuality is its primary deviant trait. This element, not 

the intense sensations and markings, is what many have used to define it as a pathology or 

perversion. Christian S/M-adjacent rituals, rooted in an institution with much investment in 

hegemonic sexuality, have never faced the same discrimination and systemic suppression that the 

religion enforces with others. The Christian Church, directly and tangentially involved with state 

politics in North America and Western Europe, is the central enforcer of hegemonic sexuality, a 

reality tracible over the last millennia (Federici, 2004/2014); they have never been negatively 

targeted by their own dogma.  

There are many examples of S/M-adjacent activities in medieval Europe (Vaccaro, 2022). 

Christopher Vaccaro’s anthology Painful Pleasures: Sadomasochism in Medieval Culture 
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explores this phenomenon, both in the context of the Christian Church and outside it (although I 

question anyone’s ability to be fully removed from the influence of the Church during feudal 

times in Europe) (2022). Vaccaro presents Ruth Mazo Karras’ assertion that  

Sexuality in the Middle Ages was not based on neutral or mutual positions of power and 
agency; sex was primarily seen as a dynamic of active and passive partners. Power and 
action were generally held by the active partner. The passive partner was acted upon. 
Medieval sex was predicated upon hierarchies; power and control were at the very heart 
of normative sexual practice (Summary of Karras’ words by Vaccaro, 2022, p. 14).  

Power dynamics were inherent in the patriarchal sexuality of the medieval period. However, 

some heretic groups (serfs who know longer believed the Church represented the will of God) 

rejected this binary dynamic, and considered men and women to be equals (Federici, 2004, pp. 

21-132). This rejection of hegemonic sexuality was another way that heretics rejected the 

Christian Church, ultimately resulting in their murders via both the inquisition and the witch 

hunts (Federici, 2004, pp. 21-132) 

Power dynamics, intense sensations, and markings of S/M-adjacent activity were also 

very much present within the Christian Church. Vacarro writes,  

Much like the parameters of an S/M session, where a submissive finds pride and 
accomplishment in the display of physical perseverance, the tortured body is a source of 
agency for the saint, capable of a production of pleasure within a system of objectives 
relating to spiritual advancement (Vacarro, 2022, p. 15).  

The key word here is pleasure: stigmata, holy wounds inflicted to spiritually significant 

believers, are thought to be delivered via spiritual ecstasy (Slipp, 2022, pp. 37-67). Gian Lorenzo 

Bernini’s famous altarpiece statue The Ecstasy of Saint Theresa was completed in 1652 and 

remains today in the Cornano Chapel of the church of Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome (Harris 

& Zucker, 2015). Even in its name, the sculpture reveals its erotic potential. Saint Theresa lies 

back, a sensual expression of pure ecstasy on her face, as an angel prepares to pierce her heart 

with an arrow – see figures 2 and 3 (Bernini, 1652 via Harris & Zucker, 2015). Mortification of 
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the flesh, like stigmata, leaves scars; it is a practice of Christian penance described as “an act by 

which an individual or group seeks to mortify or deaden their sinful nature, as part of the process 

of sanctification” (Wikipedia, 2025). Forms of this penance include self-flagellation, pious 

kneeling, and fasting (Wikipedia, 2025). Some of these activities objectively involve intense 

sensations, markings, and power dynamics. 

 
Figure 2. Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa     | Figure 3. Close-up; Ecstasy of Saint Teresa 

Nicole Slipp’s chapter in Painful Pleasures tells the story of Margery Kempe, a fifteenth 

century woman who escaped the gendered chains of social reproduction via her spiritual, and 

erotic, relationship with Christ (2022, pp. 37-67). Kempe believed she received holy instruction 

from God; if these were incorrectly met, God would tell her how to punish herself (Slipp, 2022, 

pp. 52-53). These punishments were severe, involving intense sensations and markings; they 

were also sensual and brought Kempe pleasure (Slipp, 2022, pp. 37-67).  Kempe gained some 

social power as a mystic and this helped free her of her marital duties (Slipp, 2022, p. 61), and 

gave her “access to speech in systems that would otherwise repress her (Marla Carlson quoted by 

Slipp, p. 57).” She did receive some pushback from the Church (Slipp, 2022, p.61), but 

ultimately maintained her autonomy as a masochistic mystic for Christ (p. 61). Notably, it was 
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her distancing from the gendered expectation of social reproduction and her increased sense of 

autonomy which caused Church leaders to question her (Slipp, 2022, pp. 37-67), not her S/M-

adjacent spiritual practices themselves. Once again, the distancing from hegemonic sexuality is 

when the charge of deviancy is applied.  

Far removed from the rituals of Feudal-age Christianity, Sun Dance (or Sundance) is an 

Indigenous spiritual ritual practiced by multiple First Nations based in the Prairies of Turtle 

Island (Gadacz, 2022). Sun Dance is a multi-day ceremony that takes place during summer 

(Gadacz, 2022). Intense sensations and markings are performed as part of this ceremony, in the 

form of personal sacrifice via piercings and flesh offerings – see figure 4 (Gadacz, 2022). These 

rituals were banned in the 1895 Indian Act; not because they involved S/M-adjacent activities, 

but because they were Indigenous, - inherently defying colonization, racism, and white 

supremacy (Gadacz, 2022).  

Although there is massive variation across differing Indigenous Nations on Turtle Island, 

many rejected hegemonic sexuality in a variety of ways. Women were often valued as equals 

(Eidinger, 2020), Two-Spirit people rejected gender norms (de Groot, 2024), and generally, 

monogamy was not as strictly enforced (Harris, 2023). Sylvia Federici writes about how the 

Church was “scandalized” by Indigenous Peoples’ “lack of private property, authority, male 

superiority” or child punishment (2004, pp.110-111). Colonization undermined Indigenous 

women’s autonomy and propagandized the view that “women who were too independent and did 

not obey their husbands were creatures of the devil” (Federici, 2004, p. 111).  Sexual deviancy 

was seen as heresy, and Indigenous communities that did not adhere to the moral regulation of 

the Church were punished or killed (Wiesner-Hanks, 1999, pp. 224-225).  
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Figure 4. Cropped image – 1889 drawing of Sun Dance participants (1880)  

Shibari is a traditional Japanese rope bondage practice and originated in the Edo period 

(early 17th century to late 19th century) (Carne, 2024). Shibari evolved out of a restraint 

technique from the martial art called hojojutsu (Carne, 2024). Later in this period, hojojutsu 

began to merge with Japanese erotic art, called shunga (figure 4); sensual depictions of women 

tied in hojojutsu bondage increased (Carne, 2024). Shibari, or Japanese rope bondage, is still 

growing in popularity today (Carne, 2024). In present day, Shibari overlaps more with the 

BDSM community, and is recognized as type of performance art – see figure 5 (Carne, 2024). 

Importantly, rope bondage today, like other BDSM practices, involves risk assessment and 

mitigation, best practices, and codes of consent (Hair, 2023). Journalist Akane Hayashi 

acknowledges the dichotomy in Shibari’s reception worldwide, stating, 

To its discredit, Shibari is often dismissed domestically as lowbrow entertainment, while 
overseas, it is romanticized as an ancient art that overlooks its ties to Japan’s adult 
industry. This romanticized narrative gives onlookers a sense of cultural competence, 
whilst erasing human factors like sex work, economic survival, and shifting social 
structures. As Shibari’s spread globally, it’s important to enjoy the practice and imagery 
without keeping uncomfortable aspects of its history at an oriental distance [sic.]. It’s one 
thing to be idolized and quite another to be accepted. (Akane Hayashi, 2025).  
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While many today consider Shibari to be a part of BDSM, it has rich historical roots that existed 

for generations prior to the linguistic origins of sadism and masochism (Carne, 2024). The 

stigmatization it has faced in Japan (and in the West), is once again less because of the intense 

sensations and markings, and more so (according to Hayashi) due to its association with sex 

work (Hayashi, 2025). Sex work does not align with hegemonic sexuality, which promotes 

monogamous, nuclear, reproductive sexual relationships. It must be noted, however, that sex 

work has always existed alongside hegemonic sexuality. In some cases, sex work has helped 

perpetuate the normalization and face-value of monogamous marriage, responding to unmet 

sexual (or emotional) desire in marriage, the latter of which was primarily regulated to pass 

down private property and inheritance (Abbott, 2010, p. 14). 

  

Figure 5. Example of Shunga woodblock print (1703) | Figure 6. Example of contemporary 
Shibari in practice (2011) 

The social construction and western imaginary of BDSM: Psychopathia Sexualis’ in modern 

psychiatry, popular culture, and politics  

Anthropologist Kathy Sisson notes that “prior to [Psychopathia Sexualis’] publication, 

S/M type behavior was considered neither sick nor sinful, [or was] regarded often as a medical 

curiosity, if at all” (2007, p. 14). Following the work of Krafft-Ebing, Sigmund Freud and 
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Havelock Ellis contributed to the growing discourse that effectively categorized S/M as both sick 

and sinful (Khan, 2014, pp. 26-53). Ummni Khan, author of Vicarious Kinks: S/M in the Socio-

Legal Imaginary refers to these three men as the “founding fathers” of S/M, as it is recognized 

today in psychiatry (Khan, 2014, pp. 26-53).  

While the analyses of Krafft-Ebing, Freud, and Ellis vary, there are significant themes 

connecting their perspective writings. The first is a focus on a mind-body dualism, or the belief 

that the mind is separate from the body (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53). Influenced by a Christian 

worldview, mind-body dualism perpetuates the belief that the civilized person must reject the 

atavistic (or carnal) desires of the body, suppressing corporeal epistemology (the body’s way of 

knowing) (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53). Those who give into base, perverse instincts are considered 

“savage” (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53).  

The second theme is that of biological determinism (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53): all three men 

suggest that instinctual urges towards sadistic or masochistic behavior are based on a strict 

gender binary enforced by sex assigned at birth (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53). Men are considered 

inherently sadistic or dominating, and women are considered inherently masochistic or 

submissive (Khan, 2014, pp.26-53). This places S/M into a cisheteronormative, reductive 

vacuum. These two themes in the work informed the initial disordering of S/M in the Diagnostic 

Statistical Manual-I, and ultimately the subsequent discrimination faced by community 

members. 

Responding to the work of Krafft-Ebing, Sigmund Freud, and Havelock Ellis, sadism was 

published as a pathological sexual disorder in the American Psychological Association’s 1952 

Diagnostic Statistical Manual I (APA, 1952). Meanwhile, social awareness of the S/M 

community was growing in the West (North America and Western Europe); S/M imagery was 
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increasing in the 1930s and 40s with artwork and publications known as “cheesecake” 

magazines, and fetish photos of models like Bettie Page (Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34). S/M erotica 

was also produced during this period, with some of the most famous works coming from director 

Charles Guyette (Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34). Leonard Burtman ran a fetish publishing empire in 

the 1950s (Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34).  

These publications were growing in popularity, and subsequently, obscenity laws in the 

late 1950s began to push them more and more underground (Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34). Queer 

theorist Gayle Rubin offers an in-depth analysis of this period in their 1982 essay The Leather 

Menace: Comments on Politics and S/M (1982; 2011). Rubin explains: 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s the Cold War was inaugurated with a wave of domestic 
repression. Along with anticommunism, loyalty oaths, and a postwar reconstruction of 
gender roles and the family, there was a paroxysm of sex terrorism whose most overt 
symptom was a savage repression against homosexuals. Gay people were purged from 
government positions, expelled from schools, and fired from jobs (including academic 
jobs with tenure). Newspapers carried screaming headlines as police rounded up 
suspected perverts and gay bars were raided. Government agencies, legislative bodies, 
and grand juries held hearings and investigated the “sex deviate problem”. The FBI 
conducted surveillance of gay people. All of these activities were both justified by, and 
contributed to, the construct of the homosexual as a social menace. (Rubin, 2011, p. 110) 

Obscenity laws increased as those in alternative sexual communities were suppressed via 

legal and systemic oppression; works depicting both queer and S/M sexuality were targeted 

(Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34). This early- to mid-century period also aligns with what often appears 

as a gap in Western feminism: first wave feminism is recognized as beginning in the mid-1800s 

with the white Suffragette movement and ending in the early to mid 1920s (Pruitt, 2025). Soon 

after this, the Great Depression wreaked havoc on an already unsteady postwar society, and 

federal propaganda was widely disseminated that centered on the white, patriarchal nuclear 

family (Edelstein, 2014). Despite what to some appears as a gap in (Western) feminist 

movements, important foundational work was being done during this time, in preparation for 
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feminism’s second wave. Anti-war activism was increasing in response to the Vietnam War, 

people of color and allies were organizing in advance of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and 

feminists were expanding the scope of their focus, demanding reproductive and queer rights, 

economic freedom, and emancipation from state-enforced gender roles (History.com, 2025). 

Those that did not adhere to socially (and legally) enforced hegemonic sexuality, like queer 

people and S/M community members, were targeted. As Rubin describes, “the entire political 

spectrum, from Protestant Republicans to godless communists, accepted more or less the same 

analysis of homosexuals as scum” (2011, p. 111). Importantly, Rubin notes that when queer 

people began gaining rights and social power in the late 20th century and were no longer 

censored to the extent they had been previously, they were instead targeted via the community’s 

overlap with S/M (2011); furthermore, the queer community had their own in-group arguments 

about whether or not S/M deserved the same acceptance, or should remain vilified (Khan, 2014, 

pp. 54-116). 

1966 saw the legalization of three major obscenity criteria (Sisson, 2007. P. 17). Soon 

after, the DSM-II was published in 1968, incorporating masochism into the same section as 

sadism (APA, 1968). Likely due in part to the efforts and advocacy of sex-positive radical 

feminists during second wave feminism (1960-1980), the growing popularity of conceptual 

feminist art (Stace, n.d.), and the free love movement of the 60’s (Lewis, 2019), obscenity laws 

were challenged, with the public calling for less censorship for artists and researchers alike 

(Sisson, 2007, pp. 10-34). In 1973, the “SLAPS” obscenity test was integrated into law (Sisson, 

2007, p. 18), opening the door for S/M imagery to once again increase in public exposure. The 

SLAPS test states that “only material lacking serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value 

could be characterized as obscene” (Sisson, 2007, pp. 18). It was also during second wave 
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feminism that more BDSM organizations became openly and publicly established (Sisson, 2007, 

pp. 10-34; Khan, 2014, pp. 54-116). The Eulenspiegel Society (TES) began in 1971 (Sisson, 

2007, p.18), followed by The Society of Janus in 1974 (p. 18), and Samois in 1979 (Khan, 2014, 

p.58). Notably, homosexuality was removed from the DSM-II in 1973 (Cabaj, n.d.). This is an 

important historical example of the efforts of feminists and civil rights activists resulting in 

tangible systemic change for marginalized sexual cultures.  

The 1980 publication of the DSM-III saw sadism and masochism re-defined as 

“paraphilias” (APA, 1980, p. 261). “Paraphilia” is a psychological term meaning an “abnormal” 

sexual interest (APA, 1980, p. 261). These linguistic shifts signal some influence from outside 

sources, such as the advocacy of pro-BDSM feminists (Rubin, 1981; Califia, 1981), a continued 

reduction in censorship laws (Sisson, 2007, p. 18), and the genesis of empirical literature 

investigating and offering new understanding of the sexual sub-culture (Weinberg, William, 

Moser, 1984). 1984 saw the first Folsom Street Fair in San Francisco, an annual pro-BDSM 

street fair (Sisson, 2007, p. 20). In 1986, the National Leather Association was formed (Sisson, 

2007, p. 20). Tony Deblase created the Leather pride flag in 1989 (Sisson, 2007, p. 20). As 

nuanced visibility of the S/M community increased in public perception, so did social 

acceptability, and BDSM began to appear more in mainstream advertisements and media 

(Sisson, 2007, p. 21).  

While the North American left was navigating their own in-group discourse and 

misalignment during the latter half of the 20th century, the AIDS crisis was growing in the 

political and social spectrum. Since the first cases of HIV and AIDS were found in gay men, it 

became branded as a gay man’s disease (Sisson, 2007, p. 22). It was also negatively associated 

with Black people and people who use intravenous drugs, increasing stigma towards these 
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groups (Ostberg, 2025; History.com, 2025). Horrific stigmatizing misinformation on HIV and 

AIDS was disseminated and facilitated by social dominant discourse and governmental bodies 

(History.com, 2025). After over one thousand AIDS-related deaths, President Reagan’s press 

secretary Larry Speakes was asked in a press conference whether the President was concerned on 

the subject (Lopez, 2016). In response, Speakes chuckles and states “I haven’t heard him express 

concern” (Lopez, 2016). Furthermore, Reagan was heavily financially supported by Evangelist 

Reverend Jerry Falwell, founder of the far-right political group “Moral Majority” (CBC, 1983), 

who stated that “AIDS is God’s judgement on homosexual promiscuity [sic.]” (CBC, 1983). In 

this way, Reagan and the American government normalized, and even morally affirmed, the 

systematic killing of thousands of queer people. 

One year after treatment for HIV became available in 1996 (Watson & Wiginton, 2024), 

the National Coalition for Sexual Freedom (NCSF) was formed (Sisson, 2007, p. 21), a US-

based “non-profit charitable foundation that educates about BDSM, swinging and polyamory to 

destigmatize sexual practices between consenting adults” (NCSF, 2025). Its founding coalition 

partners included the aforementioned National Leather Association, the Eulenspiegel Society, 

and the Society of Janus (NCSF, 2025).  The first NCSF National Violence and Discrimination 

Survey was conducted in 1998, proving that S/M community members at large face violence and 

discrimination (including loss of custody and income) as a result of their alternative sexual 

identity (Sisson, 2007, pp. 21-22). The early 2000s saw the publishing of more pro-BDSM (or 

BDSM-sympathetic) empirical scholarship (Sisson, 2007, pp.10-34). Charles Moser and Peggy 

Kleinplatz collaborated in their efforts to remove S/M from the DSM throughout the decade 

(Moser, 2001, 2002; Moser & Kleinplatz, 2005), resulting in the publishing of their 2011 

anthology Sadomasochism: Powerful Pleasures. The efforts to de-pathologize and destigmatize 
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the S/M community continue to this day; I hope that this thesis contributes meaningfully to this 

cause. 

The Feminist “Sex Wars”  

 The “Sex Wars” is the colloquial term for North American inter-feminist discourse 

during second wave feminism pertaining to sex work, pornography, and BDSM (Khan, 2014, pp. 

54-116). Feminism is a complex and nuanced theoretical behemoth. Many sub-groups within 

feminism exist, and vary widely, depending on geographical location and social context. This 

section will center feminist discourse as it pertains to North America during second wave 

feminism. I will present both pro-S/M and anti-S/M discourse and offer critical reflection on the 

arguments offered. These arguments must be understood in the context from which they emerged 

- the early 1960s to the late 1980s in the United States and Canada. The “Sex Wars” discourse is 

complicated. Both sides have valid points that deserve to be assessed and reflected upon. But I 

argue that one side’s “truth claims” (as Dr. Khan puts it) are more critical and radically 

emancipatory than the other’s (2014).  

Radical feminists, one of the sub-groups within feminism, believe that a “radical 

reordering of society is needed to eliminate patriarchy" (Guy-Evans, 2024); the latter of which 

must be “eradicated” to emancipate all women. Generally, most feminists agree with this 

assertion, but differ on how eradication must be achieved. Among radical feminists, there was a 

further divide; some saw sex work, pornography, and S/M as inherently patriarchal and 

destructive (Linden, Pagano, Russell, Star, 1982), others saw these as neutral or emancipatory 

(Khan, 2014, pp. 54-116). Interestingly, each side was not mutually exclusive; some pro-S/M 

lesbian feminists were also, for example, anti-porn (Khan, 2014, p. 57).   
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While this in-group divide was often hostile, it provided a plethora of in-depth critiques 

and analyses of BDSM practice and cultural formation, and in turn, contributed to that formation. 

Put differently, BDSM in its current form was equally informed and shaped through the intense 

political and conceptual engagements of the feminist movement. Outside of the heated in-group 

debates and progression of social rights during second wave feminism, government suppression 

of alternative sexualities was rampant. Rubin states that alternative communities like S/M were 

being used during this time as “wedges against the larger gay community” (2011, p.111). Even 

as a radical lesbian feminist, Rubin felt discrimination as a member of the S/M community. She 

writes:  

The experience of being a feminist sadomasochist in 1980 is similar to that of being a 
communist homosexual in the 1950s. When left ideology condemned homosexuality as 
bourgeois decadence, many homosexuals were forced out of progressive political 
organizations. [...] Now that large parts of the feminist movement have similarly defined 
S/M as an evil product of the patriarchy, it has become increasingly difficult for those of 
us who are S/M-practicing feminists to maintain our membership in the women’s 
community. (Rubin, 2011, p. 124).   

In particular, the quote above offers a glimpse into a phenomenon present during the “Sex 

Wars”: the conflating of alternative sexuality with "bourgeois decadence”, or in other words, 

philosophical liberalism and moral relativity. As will be analyzed below, anti-S/M feminists tend 

to present S/M as an individualistic, morally bereft debaucherous pastime, ignorant to its own 

horrific impacts on collective emancipation.  

The recognized key anthology of anti-S/M feminist discourse is the 1982 Against 

Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist Analysis (Linden, Pagano, Russell, Star). In their intro, 

Robin Ruth Linden asserts that “it is in defining sadomasochism that debate between advocates 

and opponents of sadomasochism has become paralyzed” (p. 2, 1982). Indeed, the crux of the 

disagreement appears to rest on what sadomasochism is, how it is being performed, and why 
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people engage in it. Linden also asks in their introduction, “why does opposition to the practice 

of sadomasochism invoke allegations of censorship, civil liberties, and First Amendment 

infringements, anti-eroticism and sexual repression” (p. 2, 1982)? It is true that pro-S/M 

feminists, myself included, allege that anti-S/M discourse runs the risk of increasing censorship 

and infringes on civil liberties and rights. It is also true that in the absence of a critical practice of 

sadomasochism, systems of oppression including patriarchy might be replicated and perpetuated, 

subsequently also infringing on civil liberties and rights.  

The anti-S/M feminist debate of Western second wave feminism centers a few key areas 

of concern. The first, and perhaps most overarching issue, is that of replicating and perpetuating 

systems of oppression, in particular, patriarchy (Linden et al., 1982). Hilde Hein’s essay 

Sadomasochism and the Liberal Tradition in the Against Sadomasochism anthology offers 

insight into the perceived role of neoliberalism and individualism in S/M practice (pp. 83-89, 

1982). Where many pro-S/M feminists believe that BDSM practice can be a space for radical 

emancipation via subversive ritual, Hein asserts that pursuit of this by an individual (or smaller 

group of individuals) inevitably harms the collective (pp. 83-89, 1982). Hein states 

It is sometimes argued that such practices as sadomasochism, the mutual and intentional 
infliction of punishment and pain for erotic pleasure, are implosions of a society turned 
upon itself. Inescapably contracted upon one another, people use and abuse each other. 
When such behavior is private and “consensual,” it is regarded as a tolerable deviation 
from the social norms which serve as a private and public safety valve. Properly 
contained, it can even be endorsed as a part of the cost of individualism and free choice. 
(Hilde Hein, p. 84, 1982) 

Hein problematizes the centering of the individual in sadomasochistic practice. In the above 

quote, Hein acknowledges that many S/M practitioners believe S/M to be subversive, turning 

society “upon itself” (p. 84, 1982). Hein goes on to assert that under philosophical liberalism, 

one’s “final obligation” is to oneself (p. 84, 1982). While I agree with Hein’s assertion of the 
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harms of philosophical liberalism and individualism as a driving factor in some S/M practice, I 

believe their essay fails to convey the myriad of ways in which the S/M community has 

functioned as a community-focused sexual culture in pursuit of collective emancipation rather 

than individual liberation. Crucially, I acknowledge that Hein’s understanding of S/M in this 

context is, unfortunately, representative of some people’s focus when they enter the space of 

BDSM. But Hein’s rejection of effective subversion in S/M, I argue, lies in their focus on the 

individual S/M experience, rather than the collective sexual culture’s established traditions and 

best practices.  

The view of sadomasochism as an embodiment of philosophical liberalism once again 

speaks to its linguistic origins in the work of Marquis de Sade, whose depiction of sadism 

reflects assault via extreme individualism and moral relativity. Sally Roesch Wagner, in 

Pornography and the Sexual Revolution: The Backlash of Sadomasochism begins with the 

assertion that “patriarchal heterosexuality, through its ideology and institutions (religion, law, the 

family, etc.) shapes everyone’s sexual experience, whether they’re lesbian, gay, or heterosexual 

[sic.]” (p. 24, 1982). Earlier in this text I defined hegemonic sexuality and its perpetuation, which 

aligns with Wagner’s statement. Our assessments differ when defining sadomasochistic practice; 

Wagner states, “sadomasochism is not a “kinky” deviation from normal heterosexual behavior. 

Rather, it is the defining quality of the power relationship between men and women” (p. 28, 

1982). In approaching a critical understanding of the “Sex Wars” discourse, it is important to 

remember here that pro-S/M feminists do not deny the potential of this replication of patriarchy; 

but they do deny that that is the goal of S/M practice; in fact, it is a risk to intentionally avoid. 

Karada House, a Berlin-based pro-S/M organization offering education and advocacy, makes this 

clear in their poster So You Say Your Kink Is Not Political (figure 7).  The poster’s message is 
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this: “practicing kink is political. At worst it re-enacts, at best it deconstructs” (Karada House, 

n.d.). At the center of critical S/M practice is the recognition that without care and proper best 

practices, S/M does have the potential to reflect the fears of anti-S/M feminists. 
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Figure 7. Infographic from Karada House (Berlin, n.d.) So you say your kink is not political 
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Another area of contention in the “Sex Wars” is the role of consent. Linden states that 

“the feminist defence of sadomasochism pivots on the apparent consensuality of sadomasochistic 

sexual encounters” (p. 7, 1982). They go on to say that “advocates of sadomasochism claim that 

it is safe, morally allowable and even revolutionary, so long as the terms of the encounter are set 

in advance” (p. 7, 1982). The earlier section in this text on established in-group best practices 

and codes of consent will remind the reader that Linden’s statement here fails to fully grasp what 

goes on in an ethical and safe S/M encounter aligned with the culture’s established behaviors 

(i.e., best practices involve more than just pre-negotiations and safe words). Kathleen Barry 

suggests in her 1979 book Female Sexual Slavery that interest in S/M is indicative of a “cultural 

sadism” and “male identification” (pp.139-237). Barry’s argument aligns with most of the essays 

in Against Sadomasochism; even with consent and pre-negotiation, Barry suggests that 

sadomasochists have so internalized patriarchy that they obliviously replicate it in what they 

incorrectly believe to be a liberatory practice (pp. 139-237, 1979).  Linden proposes that the 

“consent-based defence of sadomasochism” is indicative of an “objective idealism”, or “the 

belief that collective human action can be separated from its historical context, or that an 

acceptable context can be rationalized from moment to moment” (p. 7, 1982). Linden makes use 

of the 1971 Stanford Prison Experiment to illustrate the “practical consequences of consenting to 

submit or dominate in a role play situation” (p. 7, 1982). This comparison veers on ridiculous, 

paralleling an experiment structured to highlight the role of cognitive dissonance and abuse of 

power in an institutionalized setting with subjective fantastical roleplay engaged in consensually 

outside of a highly coordinated and manipulated research space. Just as anti-S/M feminists assert 

that S/M practice cannot be separated from the society it exists in, so do I assert that anti-S/M 

feminists cannot separate their analysis of S/M from culturally established best practices. Care 
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must be taken on both sides to properly and thoroughly understand the arguments of the other. 

Comparing S/M roleplay to the Stanford Prison Experiment misses the point of subversion 

entirely: the latter further exemplifies those punitive and abusive power structures that the former 

seeks to confront and dismantle.  

Linden highlights another area of in-group disagreement during the “Sex Wars”, naming 

the “catharsis hypothesis” (p. 9, 1982), which they state, “maintains that unexpressed impulse 

will build up under pressure in individuals and that people will suffer damage by being prevented 

from acting out these feelings.” In fact, this assessment grossly misunderstands the role of 

catharsis in critical BDSM scenes. Linden’s definition of catharsis as a release of “unexpressed 

impulse” paints a picture of someone who deeply desires to harm others and finds this release via 

S/M (p. 9, 1982); pro-S/M discourse asserts that this is not the type of catharsis most seek and 

find via sadomasochism. Linden’s argument, however, must be understood in the context of 

feminist debate following the “free love” movement of the 1960s and 70s in North America – a 

time of great and swift social change and exploration. It is true that during this time, and in this 

geographical context, pro-S/M debates were led by some feminists who also, to some extent, 

advocated for the rights of “boy lovers” and those interested in engaging sexually with youth 

(Rubin, p. 113, 1981; Califia, pp. 53-70, 1980). While these feminists seem to engage critically 

with the problematizing of power dynamics in S/M, they fail to thoroughly acknowledge the 

impacts of inherent power dynamics between adults and children in these specific texts. With 

these texts in mind, it is understandable that anti-S/M feminists would question these pro-S/M 

feminists’ discourse on subverting power dynamics and achieving catharsis. Yet, importantly, the 

existence of these other context-specific texts does not, in my opinion, undermine the power 

within their separate analyses of BDSM.   
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Audre Lorde is interviewed by editor Susan Leigh Star in Against Sadomasochism. Lorde 

states that  

Sadomasochism is an institutional celebration of dominant/subordinate relationships. 
And, it prepares us either to accept subordination or enforce dominance. Even in play, to 
affirm that the exertion of power over powerlessness is erotic, is empowering, is to set the 
social and emotional stage for the continuation of that relationship, politically, socially, 
and economically. (Audre Lorde interviewed by Susan Leigh Star, p. 68, 1982).  

This quote is indicative of Linden’s early assertion in the introduction of the anthology: the “Sex 

Wars” debate lies in the definition of sadomasochism. Here, Lorde is suggesting that any 

potential subversion of power dynamics via S/M is overshadowed by their affirmation of said 

dynamics. In 1984, two years following the publication of Against Sadomasochism, Lorde 

published her iconic essay Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power. Lorde states that “the erotic 

offers a well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who does not fear its 

revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is enough” (p. 54, 1984). The belief that 

sensation is enough (rather than embracing embodied erotic power) is conflated with 

pornography and modes of sexual expression dictated and maintained by patriarchy (Lorde, pp. 

53-59, 1984). She goes on to assert that “the dichotomy between the spiritual and the political is 

false, resulting from incomplete attention to our erotic knowledge” (Lorde, p. 56, 1984). 

Whereas in Against Sadomasochism Lorde suggests that S/M eroticizes the “exertion of power 

over powerlessness” (p. 68, 1982), I argue that critical S/M instead eroticizes the process of 

subverting this exertion and pattern of oppression, in fact centering attention to embodied erotic 

knowledge. Lorde concludes the 1982 interview by answering Star’s question: “how do you 

think S/M starts? What are its roots” (p. 69)? Lorde responded, “in the superior/inferior mold 

which is inculcated within us at the deepest levels. The learned intolerance of differences” (p. 69, 

1982). In fact, I agree with Lorde here; the subversion I insist is present in critical S/M practice 
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still would not exist if it was not indeed responding directly to the “learned intolerance of 

differences” inevitably present in our world today, and exacerbated in the historic and 

contemporary socio-political climate of North America. Critical S/M is not a rejection of the 

impact of society and systems of oppression (as suggested by Wagner), but rather an embodied 

recognition and subversion of this impact.  

It is true that the line between replication and perpetuation, versus subversion and 

rejection, can be narrow and somewhat blurry if approached without contextualized and critical 

analysis. Pat Califia addresses this anti-S/M argument, writing 

I do not believe that sadomasochism is the result of institutionalized injustice to a greater 
extent than heterosexual marriage, lesbian bars, or gay male bathhouses. The S/M 
subculture is affected by sexism, racism, and other fallout from the system, but the 
dynamic between a top and a bottom is quite different from the dynamic between men 
and women, whites and blacks [sic.], or upper- and working- class people. That system is 
unjust because it assigns privileges based on race, gender, and social class. During an 
S/M encounter, roles are acquired and used in very different ways. [...] If you don’t like 
being a top or a bottom, you switch your keys. Try doing that with your biological sex 
[sic.] or your race or your socioeconomic status. (Pat Califia, p. 169, 1981; 1994)  

Here, Califia is calling out anti-S/M feminists’ failure to notice the nuance, context, and 

autonomy present in sadomasochistic subversion. Califia is denying that a woman’s interest in 

S/M must always be due to internalized “male identification” and acceptance of patriarchy 

rooted in biological determinism (Barry, 1979); whereas roles are autonomous and consensual in 

subversive S/M, systems of oppression leave no room for agency. Ariane Cruz writes on 

subversive S/M in The Color of Kink: Black Women, BDSM, and Pornography, calling it a 

“politics of perversion” (p. 10, 2016). Cruz states  

My conjuring of a politics of perversion relies on the plural and polymorphous resonance 
of the term “perversion.” The politics of perversion recognizes the subversive, 
transformative power of perversion as the alteration of something from its original course 
and the kink - the sexual deviance - that perversion evokes. [...] Such a politics of 
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perversion might be understood as a kind of queering that enables us to see “sexual 
pleasure as a feminist choice” and the ways that pornography continues to inform the 
pivotal nexus of black women's power and pleasure. (Ariane Cruz, p. 10, 2016) 

Queering, warping, deviating, perverting, subverting. These terms are often offered 

synonymously in response to the anti-S/M argument that systems of oppression are internalized, 

replicated, and perpetuated via sadomasochistic practice. Cruz confronts this discourse in The 

Color of Kink, challenging feminist discourse to leave room for the in-between; just as Wagner 

and Lorde assert that one cannot hide from society’s impact on their sexuality and sexual 

expression, Cruz concurs, considering S/M as a space to directly deconstruct and reconstruct 

notions of sexuality and gender expression normalized by social discourse, political economy, 

and the role of the private market. She writes, 

How can rituals of domination and subordination in BDSM reveal such positions as not 
necessarily unstable but rather as unnatural, socially constructed, continually 
re(produced), and hence possibly deconstructed and reconstructed? How do we 
acknowledge what matters - the historical, social, and political contexts that script 
slave/master and Indian/cowboy [sic.] scenarios while accessing pleasure in their 
staging? Finally, how can we push beyond the subversion/reproduction binary framing of 
such inquiries to see black women's performance in BDSM as more than an either/or 
articulation of power to challenge, as Margo Weiss writes, “a political reading of SM as a 
formal dichotomy between transgression and reification of social hierarchies,” and how 
can we instead see it as one that makes possible multiple, shifting, contextual, and 
simultaneously conflicting conceptualizations of the practice?  (Ariane Cruz, 2016, p. 37) 

Pat Califia speaks to this assumptive “either/or articulation of power” (Cruz, 2016, p. 37), 

asserting that subversive S/M confronts (as Cruz also argues) institutionalized and maintained 

systems of oppression. This confrontation takes place in a space which queers and perverts its 

normalization; the “parody” of S/M role play in fact mocks the so-called authority of these 

systems of control. Califia explains that -  

There’s an enormous hard-on beneath the priest’s robe, the cop’s uniform, the president’s 
business suit, the soldier’s khakis. But that phallus is powerful only as long as its 
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concealed, elevated to the level of a symbol, never exposed, rejected, or used in literal 
fucking... In an SM context, the uniforms, roles, and dialogue become a parody of 
authority, a challenge to it, a recognition of its secret sexual nature. (Pat Califia, pp. 163-
164, 1994)  

Whereas anti-S/M feminists claim that role-playing with dominant and submissive positions is a 

mockery of “non-consensual racial hierarchies” (Khan, 2014, p. 67), Califia and Cruz insist that 

the mockery is towards the oppressor, not the oppressed (Califia, 1994, pp. 163-164; Cruz, 2016, 

p. 37). “Mockery” here is not an uninformed teasing of an accepted reality; it is a critical spit in 

the face of uninformed acceptance.  

Nowhere in pro-S/M discourse is patriarchy praised, affirmed, or pursued. All pro-S/M 

discourse indicates that S/M lesbian feminists also rejected the patriarchy, they just partially did 

so by subverting and “mocking” it via kink. This is where I challenge the criticality of anti-S/M 

feminists: a thorough understanding and application of the role of subversion is absent from their 

assessment, leaving a crucial gap. As Linden concludes in their Against Sadomasochism 

introduction, “we desperately need to learn how to disagree and debate vociferously, 

respectfully, and passionately - but with a new sense of compassion and purpose” (p. 11, 1982). 

Pro-S/M feminists have acknowledged that the BDSM space, like any culture or group, has the 

potential to attract abusers and those with bad intentions (Califia, 1981, p.32). BDSM 

community members have established best practices, and regulate these as much as possible 

(Califia, 1981, p. 32); but the “suppression of S/M isolates novice sadists and masochists from 

this body of information which can minimize danger and make playing more rewarding” 

(Califia, 1981, p. 32).  

Here I return to my earlier assertion that pro-S/M feminist arguments in the “Sex Wars” 

discourse are more critically engaged, self-reflexive, and emancipatory than those of anti-S/M 

feminists. Whereas pro-S/M feminists acknowledge potential harms of S/M and the importance 
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of safety and reflexivity, as well as the impact of systems of oppression, anti-S/M feminist 

discourse tends to focus on individual negative experiences (Jonel, 1982, pp. 16-22; Harris, 

1982, pp. 93-95), and uninformed observations of the sexual culture (ex. See Hein and Wagner 

quotes in this section). Furthermore, some anti-S/M feminist discourse verges on replicating and 

perpetuating those systems of patriarchal harm - the very thing they fear from sadomasochists. 

This occurs in a few ways: 1) asserting that sexual expression is impacted by social context 

(Wagner, 1982, pp. 23-43), but that via sexual expression social context cannot be confronted 

and dismantled, runs the risk of normalizing patriarchy as the natural state (biological 

determinism), rather than a created state, re-victimizing the autonomous participant as ignorantly 

brainwashed;  2) Labelling masochistic desire as a result of internalized patriarchy and a 

symptom of self-abuse or the acceptance of abuse from another ascribes moral value to the 

personal experience of pain and pleasure, which has ableist implications and centers “pain 

beliefs” perpetuated by hegemonic sexuality (expanded upon in chapter 3); and 3) some anti-S/M 

feminists are “increasingly pro-romantic”, either subtly or explicitly suggesting that “sex for 

physical pleasure alone is problematic” (Khan, 2014, p. 74). This view normalizes monogamous, 

romantic relationships in alignment with hegemonic sexuality, which labels as perverse sexuality 

which is casual or promiscuous (see figure 1).  

This section has offered a non-comprehensive, but thorough, account of the inter-feminist 

“Sex Wars” discourse during second wave feminism in the North American context. I have 

offered perspectives from both pro- and anti-S/M feminists, highlighting key areas of concern 

and respective responses from each side of the debate. Ultimately, I seek to respectfully 

acknowledge and understand the concerns of anti-S/M feminists. These concerns are important 

and must be continuously considered in self-reflective, critical, and accountable S/M practice. It 
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is by analyzing and continuing this discourse that efforts to reduce abusers entering the S/M 

space can increase in effectiveness. As Rubin importantly warns, “if we are not careful, we will 

be using feminist politics to rationalize and perpetuate harmful stereotypes [about the sexual 

fringe] that originate not in feminism, but in our puritanical heritage” (Rubin quoted by Khan, 

2014, p. 95).  

The “Rough Sex” Defence & the Misuse of BDSM Language in Sexual Assault Trials 

The “rough sex” defence is increasingly used in cases of sexual assault (Bows, Herring, 2023). 

Successful uses of it have appropriated S/M language to raise a reasonable doubt as to whether 

the sexual touching was consensual or whether the accused honestly but mistakenly believed that 

the complainant was consenting (R. v. Hunter, 2019 NSSC 369, cited by Craig, 2021, pp. 406-

407). The Criminal Code of Canada defines consent as “the voluntary agreement of the 

complainant to engage in the sexual activity in question” (273.1, Government of Canada, 2025). 

Belief in someone’s consent will not raise a reasonable doubt without evidence that the accused 

took reasonable steps to ascertain that the complainant was consenting (265.4, Government of 

Canada, 2025).  

What exactly is the “rough sex” defence, and how does it compare to BDSM practice? 

Jonathan Herring quotes Vogels and O’Sullivan (2019) in his essay Coercive Control and Rough 

Sex, who clarify that: 

Some acts of BDSM can be considered as rough sex, but BDSM encompasses a wide 
range of activities. BDSM and rough sex are different but not mutually exclusive - rough 
sex can involve BDSM but not always, and BDSM can involve rough sex but not in all 
cases. (Vogels and O’Sullivan, 2019, quoted by Herring, 2023, p. 34) 

This definition offers space for the nuance and context inevitably present in rough sex cases as 

they relate to BDSM, asserting that a defendant’s use of this defence on the basis of “mistaken 
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belief of communicated consent” may be representative of “rough sex”, but cannot be 

representative of consensual S/M practice as defined and maintained by the BDSM community, 

despite the existence of (some) semantic and physiological overlaps (R v. Barton, Supreme Court 

of Canada, 2019).  Alexandra Fanghanel importantly notes that not all “rough sex” defences 

claim to be BDSM scenes; she refers to these cases as “BDSM-adjacent” practices (2023, p. 71). 

While “rough sex” is not always claimed as BDSM, the latter is still used to “mobilise [their] 

defences” (Fanghanel, 2023, p. 71).  In this way, S/M is implicated in rough sex defences even if 

the cultural practice is not explicitly claimed as central to the encounter.  

While “rough sex” may include the same, or similar, activities present in BDSM, the 

former cannot be understood as synonymous with the latter, as in-group best practices center 

consent and safety above all else. As Herring states, “It is striking that while within well-

regulated BDSM groups there is a careful discussion in advance of what behavior is, or is not, 

consented to, in rough sex between couples this conversation normally does not take place” 

(2023, p. 41). Here, Herring is pointing out the stark central difference between well-established, 

in-group BDSM practices with roots in cultural formation and identity, and personal, at-home 

exploration into S/M or S/M-adjacent rough sex. But Herring errors in his later assertion that  

In BDSM encounters, consent is often presumed in the absence of the use of a safe word. 
In the absence of the safe word the consent of the submissive is assumed. However, this 
is precisely the kind of argument we do not accept in relation to rape. The obligation is 
not on the victim to resist or ask the defendant to stop. The obligation is on the defendant 
to ensure that they have effective consent. (Herring, 2023, p. 41) 

Herring’s error in his argument here reveals a lack of in-depth understanding of BDSM’s cultural 

development and in-group best practices. While the use of a safe word does imply that consent to 

continue the activity has been revoked, there are numerous other ways that consent is maintained 

and protected in this context, without relying on the submissive to initiate. As Herring mentioned 
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earlier, “careful discussion in advance” about what will be involved in an S/M scene is referred 

to as pre-negotiation. Ongoing check-ins with the submissive are also important throughout the 

scene, regardless of the submissive not using their safe word. This is reflected both in participant 

responses in the present study, and in existing scholarship and anecdotal evidence from BDSM 

community members (Williams, 2013). Notably, and supported by this study’s findings, the 

higher the risk potential of a scene is, the more in-depth consent and safety processes become. 

Finally, debriefs and post-scene check-ins are a common in-group practice to maintain 

accountability and care following a scene. In these ways, dominants (or tops) are appropriately 

burdened with the responsibility to be hyper-aware of their submissive(s) during a BDSM scene; 

Herring is incorrect that the burden of consent is placed on the submissive, as well as in his 

paralleling of the use of a safe word with rape culture rhetoric, which blames the victim.  

Does a person need to identify as a sadomasochist or BDSM community member in order 

to practice S/M or rough sex? My answer to this quandary is no, unless the person is claiming to 

understand and incorporate in-group S/M practices as part of their rough sex defence. I introduce 

this question to highlight the ethical issues with increasing regulation and surveillance of private 

sexual encounters in order to make sure they align with established practices of a sexual 

subculture; this is obviously both impractical and problematic. I believe people should be free to 

explore S/M-adjacent activities in their private sex lives without the responsibility of accurately 

representing a culture over a century old. However, I don’t believe people should be free to 

identify as a member of an established sexual subculture and/or claim it as the reason for their 

mistaken belief of consent, while simultaneously failing to practice basic, key standards 

established by said culture.  
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The problem with this mistaken overlap (BDSM and rough sex defences) is that the S/M 

community bears the brunt of this misrepresentation, which contributes to stigmatizing discourse 

around BDSM being a violent, perverted practice born out of, and perpetuating, patriarchal 

violence. The mistaken belief of communicated consent as seen (and successfully used for 

acquittal) in numerous rough sex defence cases, I argue, simply could not occur if proper in-

group BDSM consent and safety practices were present in each encounter.  

The 2019 Nova Scotia case R V. Hunter exemplifies the harms of judicial ignorance 

around BDSM. In paragraph 147 of his decision, Judge Duncan states “[all involved in the 

encounter] shared a common understanding that the purpose of their meeting was to have sex 

together, that would include sexual practices associated with BDSM, that is, by their 

understanding, bondage, dominance, submissiveness and sadomasochism” (Hunter, para 147). 

Furthermore, in paragraph 149, Judge Duncan clarifies that “All agree that when a submissive 

does not agree to a specific activity then they are to use a safe word, if one has been agreed to in 

advance, to stop the unwanted act” (Hunter, para 149). Following both these points, it is noted 

that a safe word was not established in advance by any of the involved parties, nor were there 

any pre-negotiations for the scene; these missing components of consensual S/M were called an 

“important failure” in the decision (Hunter, para 150). Yet despite this accurate recognition of 

failure, Judge Duncan goes on to reject the charge of non-consensual choking and breast 

pinching from the complainant, stating that these actions are “in the range of acceptable actions 

within the BDSM culture” (Hunter, para 173); rather than concluding that these actions should 

have been pre-negotiated, therefore consent cannot be assumed without clear and concise 

agreement ahead of being in the moment. Physiological stress can impact the nervous system and 
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one’s ability to speak up or defend oneself, a reality Judge Duncan failed to recognize as 

pertinent to the case.  

Judge Duncan concludes that since Hunter was the “dom”, choking and breast-pinching 

are within the scope of what he might do in that role, and if these actions were not wanted, the 

burden of responsibility is on the sub to use their safe word (para 149, para 150); the same 

misunderstanding held by Herring as shown above. This assessment does not align with BDSM 

best practices and does not represent the Canadian Criminal Code’s stance on assumed consent 

(273.1, 273.2, Government of Canada, 2025). Most disturbingly, Judge Duncan goes on to state 

that among those involved, there was “mutual agreement that the activities that night were to be 

governed by the BDSM parameters of conduct” (Hunter, para 179), but failed to acknowledge 

that this type of vague “mutual agreement” is in and of itself not aligned with BDSM 

parameters/codes of conduct.  

Hunter, as analyzed above, is a poignant example of how S/M language is 

misappropriated to acquit those accused of sexual assault. Alarmingly, Judge Duncan’s decision 

relied on his own assumptions about what constitutes consensual BDSM activities, based on his 

feeble and incorrect understanding of the sexual culture. Disappointingly, the prosecution did not 

recruit testimony from a BDSM cultural expert to clarify in court that what happened was not 

within the so-called “BDSM parameters of conduct” (Hunter, para 179). Elaine Craig analyses 

this case in her 2021 article The Legal Regulation of Sadomasochism and the So-Called “Rough 

Sex Defence”.  Importantly, Craig states that the “increased prevalence of legal narratives about 

S/M is more of a function of opportunistic legal strategy than an influx of incompetent new S/M 

practitioners” (Craig, 2021, p. 403). Craig goes on to quote Dr. Karen Busby, who suggests that 

“increased social openness to BDSM may permit defendants to claim a BDSM practice by 
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relying on judicial ignorance about BDSM practice and, thereby, raise doubts about consent” 

(Busby quoted by Craig, 2021, p. 403). I agree with these assessments; Dr. Busby’s point both 

highlights the risk of increased media misrepresentation of BDSM, subsequently appealing the 

practice to those with bad intentions (abusers and assaulters alike), and the harm of 

misappropriating language from an established sexual culture while rejecting the existence and 

importance of in-group codes of conduct practiced by said culture.  

This section is a non-comprehensive, initial presentation of what constitutes the rough 

sex defence in sexual assault cases, using one Nova Scotia-specific case as the central example. 

Further research should be conducted looking at the impact of judicial ignorance in rough sex 

defence acquittals on the BDSM community and sexual assault survivors. The use of the rough 

sex defence is increasing, as is public visibility of the phenomenon via media coverage; two 

examples are the very public cases of Cindy Gladue and Jian Gomeshi (Paradis, 2021; Mehta and 

Marshall, 2019). For the purposes of this thesis and present study, I have introduced the core 

issues of the rough sex defence and its misappropriation of S/M language to highlight the real-

life consequences of stigmatizing and discrediting the in-group practices and codes of conduct 

within the sexual culture of BDSM. Furthermore, my hope is that this section supports the need 

for more research like the present study, which clarifies the in-depth and rigorous ways that 

consent and safety are centered in S/M practice. Reflective of recommendations from law experts 

(Gallagher et al., Fanghanel, 2023), this section supports the need for an increase in testimony 

from BDSM experts and education for judiciaries and legal teams, to support clarity on 

consensual versus non-consensual S/M, S/M-adjacent activities, and rough sex. Finally, this 

section offers a preliminary glimpse into the ongoing impacts of patriarchal violence and rape 

culture rhetoric, perpetuated by non-critical, non-subversive “rough sex”, misrepresentation in 
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media, and the lack of contextual clarity as to what constitutes ethical, contemporaneous, 

ongoing consent.  
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 CHAPTER THREE | Reclaiming and Conceptualizing BDSM as embodied political 

subversion and therapeutic practice  

Having offered insight into the context in which BDSM has been pathologized, 

marginalized, and rendered deviant, this chapter elaborates the conceptual and political 

orientation of the thesis, as well as its theoretical underpinnings. More precisely, this chapter 

details and connects two adjacent scholarships to provide a conceptual and political latticework 

to guide my discussion of the findings; importantly, and as discussed in chapter six, these 

scholarships and their insights (both substantive and conceptual) are well aligned with critical 

social work practice. 

The first scholarship offers a broad and non-comprehensive overview of in-group 

analytical discourse on the emancipatory and healing potentials of BDSM, centering the work of 

community members who hold other marginalized identities. Critical insights from the BIPOC, 

2SLGBTQIA*+, and disabled community are presented. Following this, I present existing 

scholarship on the therapeutic potentials of S/M; the literature presented begins by defining what 

therapy is, as well as how it works. I then uplift the voices of mental health professionals and 

S/M advocates who have written about this potential.  

Marginalized Representation in BDSM: Centering First Voices  

Critical Insights into Kink from the Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) 

Community: 

Ariane Cruz, author of The Color of Kink: Black Women, BDSM, and Pornography 

coined the “politics of perversion” (2016, p. 10), offering the following definition: “a politics of 

perversion relies on the plural and polymorphous resonance of perversion while recognizing the  
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subversive, transformative power of perversion as the alter-ation of something from its original 

course and the kink—the sexual deviance—that perversion evokes” (Cruz, 2016, p. 38). Cruz 

considers the politics of perversion to be both a “theoretical framework” and a “praxis of black 

female sexuality” (2016, p. 379). Cruz clarifies the latter because this the politics of perversion 

directly rejects respectability politics, which harmfully perpetuates prescription and assimilation 

as the only safe and effective tactic for Black and other people of color living in a white 

hegemony (Dictionary.com, 2024). She goes on to specify that “the politics of perversion enables 

us to read deviance not as pathology but as a mode of “oppositional politics” that might enable 

us to see power, agency, resistance, and pleasure differently” (Cruz, 2016, p. 382). This speaks to 

the role of subversion in BDSM; systems of oppression are kinked, queered, and perverted, and 

“power, agency, resistance, and pleasure” are centered (Cruz, 2016, p. 382).  

Dr. Robyn Henderson-Espinoza is a transqueer latinx scholar-activist who wrote about 

decolonizing kink. They write in Decolonial Erotics: Power Bottoms, Topping from Bottom 

Space, and the Emergence of a Queer Sexual Theology about empowering bottoms/submissives 

in the BDSM space, using this kink identity as a representation of traditionally marginalized and 

colonized communities (Henderson-Espinoza, 2018). They use top space/dominants as a 

representation of the hegemony of colonization and white supremacy (Henderson-Espinoza, 

2018). Henderson-Espinoza argues that kink can be a space where these role analogies can be 

warped and subverted, giving power back to the submissive (2018). They write:  

By engaging in a D/S engagement where the S leans into a power bottoming orientation, 
the engagement itself has the capacity to destabilize traditional power arrangements and 
lean into the potential of the power bottom to harness their imagination and internal 
power meter to help shape and shift new strategies of dominance and submission. When 
dominance and submission is also framed by decolonized sadism and masochism, we 
begin to see new contours of kink that help frame a queer sexual theology. I believe 
power bottoming is one such way to help reframe kink in decolonial ways that privileges 
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the agency of the bottom and requires submission from that one who is heralded as 
dominant.” (Henderson-Espinoza, 2018).  

Many Indigenous writers, artists, academics, and activists have written about centering 

and reclaiming Indigenous sexual sovereignty to center both decolonization and resurgence. 

Indigenous sexual sovereignty is bigger than just sex and sexual freedom. Indigenous activists 

and academics Adrienne Huard and Jacqueline Pelland write in their article Sexual Sovereignty 

that “the safety of our lands also means the safety of our bodies. Pushing for pleasure, desire, 

love, and consent are ways that we reclaim our sexual sovereignty, which translates to our 

agency as Indigenous women, Two-Spirited, trans, and gender-variant people” (2020, p. 36). 

BDSM and kink can be spaces that directly address, subvert, and reject systemic oppression such 

as colonization, white supremacy, and racism.  

Queer, Métis Artist Dayna Danger’s work features beaded BDSM masks, and Indigenous 

models covered in oil or lace, posing with large antlers and furry tails. Their subjects exude 

power in the way they hold the gaze of the viewer. In Dayna Danger’s work, the bodies are 

naked, not nude: they are aware they are being viewed, and are autonomous (Berger, 1977, pp. 

45-64). Danger’s Indigenous beading of BDSM masks is a powerful assertion of Indigenous 

peoples’ sexual sovereignty. BDSM is often seen as a deviant sexuality (Rubin, 1981/2011, pp. 

109-136), similar to the colonial view of Indigenous sexuality throughout history. Danger is 

loudly and proudly reclaiming both in this work.   



58 
 

 

  

Figure 8. Public Domain image of Dayna Danger’s beaded leather masks 
 

Kenneth Monkman is a Cree artist from Fisher River Cree Nation in Manitoba 

(biography, n.d., accessed 2025). Their multi-media work “explores themes of colonization, 

sexuality, loss, and resilience” (biography, n.d., accessed 2025). Monkman’s work often 

combines Indigenous figures (and occasionally animals like bears) engaging in queer, kinky sex 

with RCMP, colonial politicians, and priests, as seen in the painting The Bears of Confederation 

(2016). Subversion is evident in Monkman’s work; their incorporation of BDSM imagery in their 

work is compelling. In Monkman’s 2022 painting Study for Cease and Desist, his alter ego, Miss 

Chief Eagle Testickle, is seen spanking an RCMP officer in a log cabin, while John A. 

MacDonald watches through the window (Monkman, 2022). What may at first seem like a 

cheeky (pun intended), playful painting, Study for Cease and Desist is sending a powerful 

subversive message, undermining and parodying the authority of colonial figures. The image is 

indicative of an earlier mentioned quote by S/M writer Pat Califia: “In an SM context, the 

uniforms, roles, and dialogue become a parody of authority, a challenge to it, a recognition of its 
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secret sexual nature” (1981, p. 53). Figure 9 shows two of Monkman’s sculptures: on the left, 

Miss Chief’s Praying Hands (Black), and on the right, Miss Chief’s Praying Hands (Red) (2016; 

2016). These are silicone sculptures of butt plugs in the shape of praying hands (Monkman, 

2016; Monkman, 2016): here, Monkman is subverting the ritual of Christian prayer, representing 

it in the hyper-sexualized form of a sex toy. Colonization, as explained in chapters one and two 

of this text, has origins in Christianity, the latter used as a source of moral reasoning to colonize 

Indigenous communities and lands. Sexually liberated Indigenous people, or those not aligned 

with/influenced by the hyper-patriarchal purity culture of Christianity, were (and are) seen as 

threats to the Church’s colonial moral regulation through hegemonic sexuality (Simpson, 2017, 

p. 107).  While Monkman’s sculptures in figure 9 could be interpreted in a variety of ways, the 

powerful combination of the symbol of Christian prayer and a toy/tool used for sexual pleasure 

and release is poignantly subversive. Furthermore, butt play has queer associations and further 

subverts hegemonic sexuality via resisting cis-heteronormativity and vanilla sex.  
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Figure 9. Personal photo [cropped] of Kent Monkman’s Miss Chief’s Praying Hands 
(Black) [2016] on the left, and Miss Chief’s Praying Hands (Red) [2016] on the right. Photo 
taken by Stephanie Poruchnyk-Butler at the Winnipeg Art Gallery (2020) 
 

Jaya and KC are members of The Kinky Collective, an underground BDSM community 

in Delhi, India. They are featured in Christiane Amanpour’s Sex & Love Around the World: 

Delhi episode. They explain: “we have so little knowledge of kink that we think kink is 

something violent. In fact, because it is consensual, it can define what cruelty is not” (Jaya and 

KC in Amanpour, 2018). Sunita Manian writes in Is India’s rape crisis a recent phenomenon? At 

the crossroads of religious nationalism, caste, and gender that  

[...] Gendered violence in India is not the recent phenomenon it seems from popular 
discourse in contemporary India, outside feminist circles. Under British colonialism 
gender and sexuality was coded to delineate the Western body from the non-Western one, 
and sexual violence was the tool that ensured the subservience of the latter to the former.” 
(Manian, 2022) 
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This article exemplifies the role of white supremacy and colonization in the “rape crisis” of 

India. Like in the state-sanctioned sexual violence of feudal Europe, Manian is highlighting the 

British enforcement of hegemonic sexuality in India: those who did not align with white, 

Christian sexuality and gender were rendered deviant, othered, and ultimately, disposable. Jaya 

and KC’s quote shows that kink can be a space where this violence, perpetuated and created by 

white supremacy colonization, can be undermined, subverted, and resisted.  

Critical Insights into Kink from the Two-Spirit, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, 

Intersex, Asexual, plus (2SLGBTQIA*+) Community: 

Queer theorist Gayle Rubin has written much on the topic of queer identity and 

sadomasochistic practice. A practicing lesbian sadomasochist herself (Rubin, 2011), Rubin 

explains the connection between homophobia and what she deems “erotophobia”, stating that “it 

is the erotic communities which are smaller, more stigmatized, and less organized which are 

subject to virtually unrestrained attack,” going on to assert that “the mobilization of homosexuals 

has provided a repertoire of ideology and organizational technologies to other erotic 

populations,” and “sadomasochists are being used as wedges against the larger gay community” 

(Rubin, 2011, p. 111). Rubin explains that this “wedge”, or discrimination against the BDSM 

community, could be called the “leather menace”, taking the place of the homophobic “lavender 

menace” (2011, p. 125). She states that “the leather menace has succeeded where the lavender 

menace has failed” (Rubin, 2011, p. 125). This poignant statement encapsulates the numerous 

examples Rubin gives wherein queer communities who also practiced BDSM were targeted for 

their practice of the latter (Rubin, 2011, pp. 109-136).  
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That homosexuality was once considered a pathological disorder is widely recognized 

today in social dominant discourse as discriminatory, homophobic, and violent. Rubin articulates 

the ethos behind discriminatory pathologization of alternative sexualities, writing that  

Sexual diversity exists, not everyone likes to do the same things, and people who have 
different sexual preferences are not sick, stupid, warped, brainwashed, under duress, 
dupes of the patriarchy, products of bourgeois decadence, or refugees from bad child-
rearing practices. The habit of explaining away sexual variation by putting it down needs 
to be broken. (Rubin, 2011, p. 133) 

 Robin Bauer, lecturer in queer studies at the University of Hamburg writes about why queer 

communities often experience the BDSM space as a safe place to explore the fluidity of gender 

(2007, pp. 177-196). He writes  

What qualifies the space as safe for playing and experimenting with gender is partly due 
to general BDSM standards and characteristics, such as negotiating and establishing 
consensuality, communicating, respecting and pushing boundaries and an emphasis on 
emotional and physical intensity in sexuality, translating sexual fantasies into reality and 
roleplay. (Bauer, 2007, pp. 179-180) 

He goes on to quote transgender activist and performer Kate Bornstein, who states that 

“sadomasochism intersects with gender at the point of performance” (Bauer, 2011, p. 180). The 

large representation of queer people in the BDSM community is indicative of a few key points. 

First, that the space of BDSM follows protocols and codes of conduct that center freedom and 

autonomy, consent and negotiation, and radical acceptance and community care. Secondly, as 

explained by gender theorist Judith Butler, gender and identity are real insofar that we create and 

live these through performing actions, societal rituals, and traditions. Finally, and perhaps most 

significantly, with the prior points in mind, BDSM becomes a ritualistic performative space in 

which gender and other socially constructed expectations, prescribed normative identity markers, 

and systems of oppression become subverted and rejected, centering catharsis, reclamation, and 

liberation.  
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Critical Insights into Kink from the Disabled Community: 

Emma Sheppard writes in their doctoral dissertation Kinked and Crippled: Disabled 

BDSM Practitioners’ Experiences and Embodiments of Pain that “in the case of disability, 

stigma is closely tied to abjection” (Sheppard, 2017, p. 64). Sheppard quotes Julia Kristeva’s 

definition of “abjection”, partially explaining that it is often treated in society as “the in-between, 

the ambiguous, the composite”, and furthermore, something to be feared and ostracized (2017, p. 

64).  

Sheppard references crip theory throughout their dissertation, which critically approaches 

the ableist nature of hegemonic sexuality (2017). Sheppard insinuates that part of why disabled 

community members are subject to discriminatory ableism is due to the abject response many 

people have towards pain. Sheppard refers to these as “pain beliefs”, stating that “we assign 

meaning to the sensation of pain” (2017, p. 81). Sheppard goes on to powerfully assert that “it is 

pain and its association with violence that allows for BDSM to be pathologized;” and, “the 

queering/cripping of pain – of making pain work for and with you – is a queering/cripping of the 

performance of being abjected, it is embracing abjection, embracing a queer and crip selfhood” 

(2017, p. 323).  

Queering and/or cripping the performance of being abjected is exactly what can occur in 

the space of BDSM, which seeks to create consensual and autonomous spaces wherein socially 

prescribed norms can be subverted and offer catharsis and reclamation. This powerful reality, 

along with the community practices of radical care, check-ins, accommodations, and 

accessibility, are all reasons why many disabled folks find home in the BDSM community. 
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Miriam Kaufman, Cory Silverberg, and Fran Odette poignantly assert in the S/M chapter 

in their foundational text The Ultimate Guide to Sex and Disability that “because people who 

practice S/M have to deal with the fact that their sexual expression does not fit the norm, they 

often find greater acceptance of diversity within their community” (2003, pp. 234- 255). The 

authors go on to establish how pain is approached differently and subversively via S/M practice 

among disabled practitioners: 

Most people think of pain and S/M as being the same thing. Because of this, some people 
involved in S/M don’t use the word pain, but instead talk about “producing sensations”. 
They also say that pain experienced in S/M play is different because it is chosen. S/M is 
not about inflicting pain in an aggressive or angry way, or about receiving pain and 
having to endure it. Pain that you don’t agree to, or that happens to you without planning 
(like having a bad spasm, or chronic back pain, or falling down and hitting your head), is 
a sensation you don’t want, you didn’t ask for, and you wish would go away. Consensual 
pain is something you do ask for. When you ask someone to spank you, it is a completely 
different experience than when a doctor sticks you with a needle. (Kaufman et al., 2003, 
p. 242)   

The work of educator and performance artist Bob Flanagan are mentioned following this 

assertion; Flanagan’s S/M practice was a method of subverting his own pain via his disability: “I 

was forced to be in the medical world, so I turned that into something I could have control over 

instead of something that was controlling me” (Flanagan quoted by Kaufman et al., 2003, p.243). 

Furthermore, as this text has already indicated, hegemonic sexuality centers the able-bodied 

person. Embracing, expressing, and pursuing sexuality while living as a disabled person in and 

of itself is a rejection of this hegemony; the latter further rejected via S/M practice. The 

alignment illustrated here (between the S/M and disabled communities) is that both acknowledge 

the nuance and complexity of any sexual or sensual encounter, the contextual factors which must 

be addressed to assure safety and consent are achieved and maintained, and offer space for 

specific needs and desires that subvert hegemonic sexuality.  
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Kink & Trauma: Discourse on Therapeutic Potentials of BDSM 

Psychology Today defines therapy as “a form of treatment aimed at relieving emotional 

distress and mental health problems” (Psychology Today, 2024). This definition is broad but 

overall indicates that the goal of therapy is to offer clinical intervention for clients struggling 

with mental health and/or emotional distress. Clinical intervention can look different across a 

wide range of professional designations (ex. Registered counseling therapist, registered clinical 

social worker, registered psychologist, registered marriage and family therapist), and incorporate 

a wide range of evidence-based clinical modalities, including but not limited to, Acceptance and 

commitment therapy (Psychology Today, 2022), internal family systems therapy (Schwartz, 

2021), solution focused therapy (Institute for Solution-Focused Therapy, n.d.), somatic therapy 

(Psychology Today, 2022). 

The process of healing is different for each individual person, but typically involves some 

form of psychoeducation, analysis, integration of new coping mechanisms, and the development 

of a deeper understanding of what has contributed to the client’s emotional distress. A strong 

therapeutic alliance is necessary in order for clients to feel safe and seen within the clinical 

space. But healing also happens outside of the clinical space, in connection with community, 

nature, and ongoing internal and external practices. More and more empirical scholarship and 

community anecdotal evidence is growing around how BDSM could be a source of this healing 

potential.  

Dr. Peggy Kleinplatz is a clinical psychologist, certified sex educator, and certified sex 

therapist (2011). She has contributed to pro-SM empirical discourse for decades, advocating for 

the removal of sadism and masochism from the DSM, and investigating the therapeutic 

potentials of SM encounters. Her 2006 article Learning from Extraordinary Lovers: Lessons 
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from the Edge explores what her clinical clients find cathartic and expansive within their BDSM 

practice. Kleinplatz writes “SM practitioners may be more interested in contact that necessitates 

intense, erotic connection; sophisticated communication of subtle differences in intent; and 

eventuates in profound self-knowledge and transcendent levels of intimacy” (2006/2011, pp. 

325-326). Given the current understanding of the goals of clinical interventions and therapeutic 

modalities, this quote illustrates that SM practitioners may be finding these elements within their 

BDSM practice. Kleinplatz defines 10 lessons that can be learned from extraordinary lovers. 

Lesson 7 is titled “Sex can be profoundly transformative. It can be therapeutic, healing and/or 

transcending not only sexual wounds but various kinds of psychological injuries” (2006, p. 342). 

She goes on to assert that she is in agreement with her clients that “SM may be a powerful tool in 

self-discovery” (Kleinplatz, 2006, p. 343).  

Meg Barker et al. explore healing narratives of BDSM in the 2007 chapter The Potentials 

and Pitfalls in Healing Narratives of BDSM. They use examples of BDSM portrayals in media 

and first-person accounts to analyze various understandings of these healing narratives, asserting 

that 

There is not one ‘healing narrative’ of BDSM but several, using different languages to 
suggest that BDSM may take a person on a journey from physical ill health to healing, 
from psychological problems to confidence and happiness, from abuse to positive 
relationships, from feeling powerlessness in the face of illness and/or disability to self-
control, from painful self-injury to sexual pleasure, and from trauma and shame towards 
enlightenment and transcendence.” (Barker et al., 2007, p. 205) 

The authors go on to explain that the growing discourse on the healing (or therapeutic) potential 

of BDSM can be both encouraging and concerning; while this discourse can reduce 

pathologization of BDSM, it may also contribute to it, by “implying that everyone involved in 

BDSM is damaged and in need of healing” (Barker et. al, 2007, p. 205). Additionally, centering 

BDSM as a therapeutic option may suggest that “BDSM is only valid if it is healing” (Barker et. 
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al, 2007, p. 205). These concerns are understandable and are shared by all study participants; this 

is why it is imperative to center first-voice accounts of BDSM community members in research 

exploring the therapeutic potentials of BDSM. Poignantly, Barker et. all point out that a healing 

narrative of BDSM could be seen as “threatening the mainstream hierarchies of authority since, 

instead of going to a counselor or doctor, the BDSM-ers choose to take the control, power and 

responsibility of healing upon themselves” (2007, p. 211). Anti-oppressive practice, a theory 

informing critical, reflexive social work, should actually support this threat, given that it rejects 

systemic oppression, pathologization, and demands client-centered, trauma-informed care that 

empowers clients.  

The incorporation of pain in BDSM scenes is one of its most pathologized components. 

Dossie Easton, a BDSM community member and licensed psychotherapist who has served SM 

community members for over 15 years (2007, p. 217), writes about the cathartic role of pain in 

SM scenes. They state “pain itself carries us into an altered state of consciousness not that 

different from runner’s high, only higher that we usually attribute to neurotransmitters like 

endorphins. Pain as a path to spiritual journeying is familiar to us in flagellation and sun dance 

and body-stress religious rituals in many cultures around the world” (Easton, 2007, p. 227). 

Intentionally inflicted pain as a key part of cultural and religious rituals has and does exist 

globally. Yet pain from BDSM practice remains pathologized and misunderstood by medical 

professionals, legal courts, and mental health professionals. Easton’s contextual explanation of 

the role of pain in BDSM scenes speaks to the polyvagal theory and the neurological experience 

of embracing intense sensation as a form of spiritual, or otherwise, catharsis.  

William A. Henkin, licensed psychotherapist and certified sex therapist, writes about the 

therapeutic potentials of role play used within BDSM scenes (2007, p. 238). Henkin states that 



68 
 

 

“as people in theater have long known, and as drama therapists have described extensively, role 

play is one way to learn about who we are” (2007, p. 238). They go on to assert that “among 

those personas [established in BDSM roleplay] some that are archetypal can be transformative 

and even critical to the development of a whole, integrated self, with all parts present, accounted 

for, and fully accountable as only a complete human being can be” (Henkin, 2007, p. 238). 

Exploring the parts of ourselves through role play is a long-recognized therapeutic tool; Dr. 

Richard C. Schwartz’s Internal Family Systems therapy works by acknowledging all the parts of 

the self, and the roles they play in their attempts to protect us (2021).  

Empirical scholarship, from both BDSM community members and licensed mental health 

professionals, supports the therapeutic potentials of BDSM. In order to avoid further 

pathologization and misunderstandings, BDSM community members must be centered in 

research investigating this potential. Critical therapy is client-centered, just as this research must 

be. This study seeks to gather anecdotal, first-person data from BDSM community members, in 

order to clarify whether or not these practitioners have witnessed and/or experienced the above 

therapeutic processes/components defined above.  

An empirical body of scholarship is growing around the therapeutic potentials of BDSM. 

A 2009 study entitled Hormonal Changes and Couple Bonding in Consensual Sadomasochistic 

Activity concludes that when “performed consensually”, BDSM “has the potential to 

[physiologically] increase intimacy between participants” (Sagarin et al.). The works of Ariane 

Cruz, Ummni Khan, Peggy Kleinplatz, Charles Moser, Danielle Lindemann, and numerous other 

scholars, researchers, BDSM professionals, and academics have contributed to answering that 

“most important” question. What they are finding indicates that when BDSM practice follows 
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community codes of conduct, it has the transformative, healing power of real catharsis 

(Lindemann, 2012, pp. 127-152; Kleinplatz, 2006, pp. 325-348). 
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CHAPTER FOUR | Current Study + Thematic Overview of Findings 

Research Design 

The present study is qualitative and made use of semi-structured interviews to gather in-

depth, information-rich data on the following research questions:  

1) what do self-identified professional BDSM practitioners consider their codes of 
conduct and best practices, to ensure safety and consent are centered in their BDSM 
practice? 

2) when these are followed, do these professionals see therapeutic potential within their 
BDSM scenes? 

The first question seeks to clarify, amalgamate, and record codes of conduct used by professional 

practitioners of BDSM across Canada and the United States. In particular, the first question seeks 

to clarify how these codes of conduct center safety and consent in BDSM practice. This crucial 

clarification may reduce the inappropriate use of the “rough sex defence” in sexual assault cases, 

contribute to efforts to remove sadism and masochism as “paraphilias” from the DSM-V, and 

allow for social work practitioners and other helping professions to more effectively distinguish 

between healthy, consensual BDSM and abuse in both client work and policy creation. The 

second question builds upon the first, recording first-voice accounts of how catharsis/healing 

may be achieved/experienced within BDSM encounters when codes of conduct are followed. 

This question is included, in part an effort to create a strong, ethical foundation for further 

research, which may contribute to the growing empirical literature investigating therapeutic 

potentials of BDSM. 

Eligibility & Recruitment 

I recruited 6 participants via convenience and snowball sampling across Canada. I shared 

recruitment posters (see Appendix #1) across social media and via email. I sent recruitment 
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materials via email to sexuality research labs across various Canadian universities (ex. UBC, 

Carlton, Dalhousie), as well as to sex-positive sexual health organizations across the country (ex. 

SERC Winnipeg, Venus Envy Halifax and Ottawa). All participants expressed their interest in 

the study via email. Participants answered eligibility screening materials over email. Eligible 

participants were sent the informed consent document to read and sign. Once these steps were 

completed, I scheduled virtual interviews with each participant.  

Participants had to be 18+ (legal adults), self-identify as a “professional” practitioner of 

BDSM (this must include the exchange of BDSM services with clients for money, or other 

goods/trade), and have been practicing as a “professional” for a minimum of one year (in an 

effort to make sure participants have had sufficient time in the BDSM community, in order to 

assure they understand and recognize community-established codes of conduct). Participants had 

to be based in Canada or the United States (given the rich history of the BDSM community in 

these countries), and the large amount of pro-BDSM advocacy/educational/activist organizations 

in these countries. 

Ineligibility included being younger than 18 years of age (i.e. not a legal adult), having 

been involved in the BDSM community as a professional for less than one year’s time, not being 

based in Canada or the United States, not self-identifying as a “professional” practitioner of 

BDSM, or identifying as a “professional” practitioner of BDSM, but having no clients who 

exchange money or other goods/trade for BDSM services (as having clients indicates a higher 

level of responsibility in following established codes of conduct). 
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Sample Description 

Initially, this study sought to recruit a minimum of six, and a maximum of twenty 

participants from across Canada and the United States. Recruitment began across Canada, and 

the minimum of six participants was met. Due to financial and feasibility constraints, recruitment 

ceased after meeting the minimum number of participants. Thankfully, saturation in the data was 

successfully achieved with this number of participants. I am hopeful that future research will be 

able to achieve the funding and feasibility criteria necessary to conduct a broader study.  

While similar in many ways, the social and political climate between Canada and the 

United States is different, and the chasm has widened in the last year since the Republican’s 

presidential candidate took office earlier this year. A mixed-methods study incorporating open-

ended qualitative questions and scaled quantitative questions, disseminated to a minimum of 65 

participants across Canada and the United States would allow for a broader, statistically 

significant exploration of the BDSM community. Furthermore, a study including participants 

from Europe would strengthen and add further insights to data.  

This study recruited six professional practitioners of BDSM. “Professional” was defined 

as offering BDSM-services to clients for an exchange of money and/or a trade of goods. I did not 

specify what kind of professional BDSM services participants had to offer. This is a minimal 

limitation; future research should consider tailoring recruitment for BDSM professionals who 

offer classes in techniques like bondage, versus those who work one-on-one with clients in a 

private professional setting. Future research should also consider recruiting non-professional 

BDSM community members. Findings from this study indicate that there may be significant 

differences between how consent and catharsis are approached between professional and 

personal S/M practice. 
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Five participants are Canadian citizens, with one participant holding dual citizenship with 

Canada and Ireland. Two participants are from British Colombia, two are from Nova Scotia, one 

is from Alberta, and one is from Ontario. All six participants identified their race and/or ethnicity 

as “white”. All six participants belong to the 2SLGBTQIA*+ community, with some participants 

holding more than one sexual orientation and gender identity. Two participants identified as 

bisexual, two as pansexual, and one as both. Another participant identified as queer, and another 

as homo-flexible and bisexual leaning asexual. Two participants identified as female, one as 

male, one as gender fluid, one as gender fluid and nonbinary, and one as gender void and gender 

queer. Five of the six participants have identified as a member of the BDSM community for over 

a decade; the lowest amount of time as a community member among this sample is nine years, 

and the most amount of time is nineteen years. All six participants have post-secondary 

education, with four participants holding bachelor's degrees, one participant holding an 

associate’s degree, and one participant holding a bachelor’s degree and a red seal. The youngest 

participant is twenty-seven, and the oldest participant is forty-four. Four of the six participants 

answered “yes” when asked if they’ve ever experienced discrimination because they are a 

BDSM community member. The two participants who answered “no” to this question later 

changed their answer to a “yes” or stated that they know other BDSM community members who 

have experienced discrimination.  

 

 

 

 



74 
 

 

AGE RACE/ 
ETHNICITY 

CITIZENSHIP SEXUAL 
ORIENTATION 

GENDER 
IDENTITY 

YEARS IN 
BDSM 
COMMUNITY 

HIGHEST LEVEL OF 
EDUCATION 

35 White Canadian (NS) "pansexual" "gender void, 
gender queer" 

15 years BA  

36 White 
(Caucasian) 

Canadian (BC) "queer" "male" 15 years BA, Red Seal 

44 White (Ukranian 
& German) 

Canadian (AB) "bisexual" "female" 19 years BFA 

27 White 
(Caucasian) 

Canadian (BC) "homo-flexible, 
bisexual leaning 
asexual" 

"gender fluid" 9 years Associate's Degree 

34 White Canadian (ON) "bisexual and 
pansexual" 

"female" 12 years undergraduate degree 

30 White Canadian (NS); 
Dual citizenship 
with Ireland 

"pansexual" "gender fluid, 
nonbinary" 

11 years BA 

Table 1. Sample Description 

 
Figure 10. Geographical Distribution of Study Participants 

Ethical Considerations  

This study underwent a delegated review and was approved by the Dalhousie University 

Research Ethics Board on December 4th, 2024. One round of edits was required. Its approval is 

recorded as REB #2024-7479 and expires on December 4th, 2025.  A final report will be created 

and sent to the Dalhousie Ethics Board following the completion of this study as required. 
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Province-specific resource documents were created and sent to participants prior to, or 

immediately following, each interview. I did my best to ensure that all resources included were 

non-carceral, pro-choice, sex-positive, harm-reduction focused, and client-centered. I took care 

to clarify in the resource documents that I had not used most of these services, and while I tried 

my best, I could not guarantee that they would be completely safe to access, so participants 

should use them at their discretion. The resources included mental health support (acute and 

chronic), as well as local sexual and reproductive health clinics, and sex-positive organizations.   

Data Collection 

Each participant attended a virtual interview via Microsoft Teams. Participants indicated 

on their consent forms whether or not they agreed to be audio and video recorded. Prior to 

beginning the Teams recording, I reviewed the informed consent document again with each 

participant and offered space to address any questions and/or concerns. I created resource 

documents that were distributed to each participant prior to, or immediately after, each interview.  

I informed participants that Microsoft Teams has an auto-transcribe function, and that I 

would be using it as I had already received ethical approval to use the Teams platform. I then 

clarified that I would still manually review and edit each transcript. Upon pressing record, I 

asked for verbal consent from each participant to audio record them, video record them, and 

engage in the study interview. Two participants, N. and B.B., attended the interview together, but 

answered as separate participants. All 6 participants were given 50$ CAD via e-transfer as an 

honorarium for their participation in the study. This amount was not listed on the recruitment 

material (see Appendix #1) to avoid coercion and/or fraudulent participants. Participants were 

informed of the honorarium amount following eligibility screening. Dalhousie University’s 
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Research Ethics Board approved this renumeration amount and how it was presented in the 

recruitment material.  

Study interviews were semi-structured and followed a script of questions (Appendix #3). 

An additional question was added in response to the first interview. This question was “what are 

your opinions of how BDSM is represented in mainstream media?” This question became 

relevant, as the first participant brought up how social media can misrepresent the truth of what 

happens in a BDSM session. After a few participants were interviewed, I realized that I needed 

to make sure I explicitly asked what each participant does “professionally” in the BDSM 

community. Professional BDSM practice ranged more than I had initially anticipated, from 

offering BDSM classes (F., K., B.B., N.), seeing private clients (K., M.C.M., G.S.V.), and 

working as “lifeguards” or security at private BDSM events (N., B.B.). Following the completion 

of the interview script, I offered open space for the participants to share anything else they felt 

was relevant and important to have on the record. 

Participants were given the opportunity to review their transcripts to make any changes, 

add more information, or remove data. Participants were given up to 10 days from when the 

transcript was sent back to them, to incorporate any changes to the document (with rationales 

provided), and return them. Five out of six participants asked to review their transcripts. No 

major changes or removal of data were made by participants while reviewing their transcripts.  

Data Analysis Process 

I am a member of the BDSM community and have vested interest in this study. To avoid 

bias, data analysis began with deductive coding, gathered to form themes. Inductive coding was 

avoided to maintain neutrality when finding themes among data. Some interview questions were 
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more straightforward; asking participants to list and define what kinds of codes of conduct and 

best practices they use (see Appendix 3). Other interview questions were more open-ended, 

asking participants to reflect on whether or not they think these codes of conduct are important, 

and why or why not. Illustrative quotes were categorized into codes, which were subsequently 

amalgamated into themes. Themes are broken down into the two sections of the interview 

questions. Some codes are relevant under more than one theme. Themes and sub-themes were 

established if more than one participant shared the same response. 

A combination of qualitative content analysis and constructionist narrative analysis was 

used. The former “requires the researcher to focus on selected aspects of meaning, namely those 

aspects that relate to the overall research question” (Flick, p. 170). This method of analysis is 

“highly systematic” (Flick, p. 171), and was used to deduct themes related to specific interview 

questions, such as “what codes of conduct do you use in your professional BDSM practice?” 

Using qualitative content analysis, I began by deducting and organizing participant answers to 

interview questions.  

Constructionist narrative analysis “takes into account the broader social construction of 

that story [data] within interpersonal, social, and cultural relations” (Flick, p. 204). This 

methodology of analysis was used in acknowledgement that concepts such as safety and 

catharsis can vary and are influenced by lived experiences. This method takes social location and 

power dynamics into account, recognizing the roles of social dominant discourse, political 

context, and history. Constructionist narrative analysis considers the complex historical timeline 

and cultural development of BDSM, this community’s rejection of hegemonic sexuality and their 

engagement in political activism and emancipation efforts. This context is important to 

understand when analyzing responses to interview questions pertaining to discrimination, 
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advocacy efforts, and the potential for catharsis/healing within S/M scenes. To understand how 

and why, we must first understand what, when, and whom. Finally, constructionist narrative 

analysis acknowledges the theoretical work of 1) Judith Butler, Paul Preciado as it pertains to 

gender theory and the construction and performance of identities; 2) Kimberlee Crenshaw, 

Ariane Cruz, and Audre Lorde, adrienne maree brown [sic.], as it pertains to intersectional 

feminism and pleasure activism; 3) Gayle Rubin, Pat Califia, as it pertains to queer theory, and 

4) Michel Foucault, Paul Preciado, Paulo Freire, Sylvia Federici, and others, as it pertains to 

structures of power, knowledge, and oppression, maintained by political economy and social 

structures. Other theories are implicated in this thesis’ analysis and its application to the praxis of 

critical social work, including anti-oppressive practice, performance theory (Austin, 1962; 

Shepherd, 2016), and harm reduction.  

Study Limitations 

All participants in this study are white, therefore findings cannot offer insights into 

potential variations in data between those of different races and ethnicities, or those who live in 

other countries. This is a significant limitation, given that much of the existing literature on 

BDSM as a tool for subversion, activism, and emancipation are written by BIPOC community 

members. This limitation could be avoided in the future by prioritizing for BIPOC participants or 

conducting a study specific to BIPOC S/M community members that investigates the role of race 

and ethnicity in BDSM practice.  

All participants in this study were between the ages of 25-44, with the majority of 

participants in their mid-thirties. While this is a less significant limitation, the eldest of the 

participants was born in 1980; this means no participants experienced the BDSM community in 

the height of second wave western feminism, where much of the empirical discourse emerged 
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from. It would offer potentially significant insights to conduct a study targeting senior members 

of the BDSM community, who could speak to the changes they’ve observed and the activism 

they’ve experienced from the late 20th century to present day. 

Overview of Findings: Thematic Analysis Results 

A total of six main themes and eighteen sub-themes were found during data analysis 

(figure 11). Themes and sub-themes were created from amalgamating and organizing codes 

collected from participants’ transcripts. For a theme or sub-theme to be established, there had to 

be at least two participants whose words represented it. Themes or sub-themes that state “all 

participants” means that all participants shared the same answer to an interview question. 

In over 15 hours of conversations, participants shared with me that safety, consent, and 

accountability are crucial and central to their practice as well as to the community at large; that 

discrimination and stigmatization still exist and have affected all of them in various ways; that 

kink can be healing for some, but doesn’t need to be in order to be legitimate or acceptable; and 

that best practices should be adhered to if healing/catharsis is a goal of the BDSM encounter (or 

“scene”). Generally, participants agreed that media continues to misrepresent the S/M 

community, but that representation is getting better, particularly as S/M professionals are hired 

as consultants on sets (M.C.M.) Notably, all participants spoke to the beauty, freedom, and 

connection (with themselves and others) that they find in their personal and professional BDSM 

practice. 
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Figure 11. Thematic Breakdown of Findings 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

Having presented the theoretical approach taken by and political orientation of the thesis 

vis-à-vis BDSM and its potential, this chapter turns to a more detailed account of my findings. In 

what follows, I elaborate each theme and sub-theme, drawing on occasionally relevant theory 

and scholarship to further illuminate and situate the insights provided by my participants, but 

generally remaining focused on the details of each engagement with and insights of my 

participants. These are brought into conversation with the relevant scholarship in the next 

chapter.  Quotes from participants are italicized.  

I deeply thank the participants of this study for their generous contributions, and their 

trust in me. Thank you Nephira (N.), BabyBear (B.), Miss Chloe Mars (M.C.M.), Goddess Starla 

Vamp (G.S.V.), Fox (F.), and Katherine (K.).  

Theme 1: Participants’ most-used codes of conduct are RACK (risk-aware consensual 

kink), FRIES (freely given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic, specific), and the Traffic 

Light System (Red, Yellow, Green) 

Codes of conduct are specific best practices that clearly delineate and define what 

consensual BDSM is, as well as how to achieve and maintain it. The use of acronyms for codes 

of conduct is common; these make codes easier to remember and explain. Safe, Sane, 

Consensual (SSC) was a popular code of conduct within the community for decades; its 

popularity has declined as the word “sane” becomes increasingly recognized as ableist (Kaufman 

et al., 2003, p. 236). As empirical scholarship and discourse on mental health becomes more 

nuanced, contextualized, and client-centered, “sane” becomes difficult to properly and 

adequately define; furthermore, straying from pathological definitions of “sane” do not prevent a 
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person from giving their informed consent and autonomously deciding what they do with their 

own body.  

Popular codes of conduct for BDSM include RACK (risk aware consensual kink) 

(Demasque, 2018), TICK (trauma informed consensual kink) (AASECT, 2024), FRIES (freely 

given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic, specific) (Planned Parenthood, n.d.), and PRICK 

(personal responsibility in consensual kink) (Ohyesplease, n.d.). These codes define both how 

consent is defined, and other elements practiced alongside it (ex. Being trauma informed, holding 

oneself accountable to personal responsibility). The Traffic Light System is similar but does not 

make use of an acronym (Thomas, 2017). I define the Traffic Light System (TLS) here as a code 

of conduct given its use of analogy and easy-to-remember terminology. The TLS uses “green” as 

go/yes, “yellow” as slow down/pause/check-in, and “red” as stop (Thomas, 2017). The TLS is a 

popular method to maintain contemporaneous and ongoing consent throughout a BDSM scene.  

 All participants stated that they use community-established codes of conduct in their 

personal and/or professional BDSM practice. The most used codes of conduct among 

participants were RACK (risk-aware consensual kink), FRIES (freely given, reversible, 

informed, enthusiastic, specific), and the Traffic Light System, which uses the light colors of 

“red”, “yellow”, and “green” for “stop”, “slow down”, and “go/more”. Participants indicated in 

their responses that these codes of conduct make communicating and establishing mutual consent 

with clients easier and more straightforward.  

"In terms of professional context, yeah, FRIES kind of seems like the most - It's easy for 
people to remember. It's very palatable. It’s relatively easy to uphold on both sides, and it 
fits well within the level of consent that I'm willing to take on." (K.) 

"If I was to point at a consent model that I like, it would be FRIES."  (F.) 

"We do just refer to RACK, because every single thing that we do in BDSM is inherently 
risky. It's just how to mitigate that risk." (M.C.M.) 
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“If somebody was like “I need a really simple answer for how you do consent in kink” I 
would be like “oh, I don't have a really simple answer,” But if you're making me, I would 
say RACK." (K.) 

"Yeah, it's [traffic light system] very well established; again, we're sharing language. 
You can say a safe word, or you can say “that needs to be less intense,” but I think being 
able to say “red” or “yellow” are very simple, very quick ways for people to 
communicate with me. For us to have shared language. And they feel more achievable 
than somebody verbalizing “hey, that's too much”. That feels less accessible than just 
saying the word “yellow”. I think it requires less brain power, less thought and less 
assessment. “Red” just feels very simple. It's straight to the point. If you say “red”, I will 
completely stop and check in with you." (K.) 

“Yeah. I'm sure you've heard about the first one we're going to discuss, of course is the 
colours - red, yellow and green, because that's pretty standard – the standard expected in 
most places.” (B.B.) 

 

Sub-Theme 1.1: SSC (Safe, Sane, Consensual) is an outdated code of conduct 

All participants agree that SSC (Safe, sane, and consensual) is an outdated code of 

conduct, primarily because no one can fully guarantee 100% safety, and the term “sane” is 

ableist and exclusionary. SSC is an older community-established code of conduct (Kaufman et 

al., 2003, p. 236). Participant responses indicate that the BDSM community is critical and 

reflexive, changing language used in response to social and political movements. Responses also 

indicate that the BDSM community resists pathologization and is self-aware that consent and 

safety are complex and require ongoing reflexivity.  

"I think safe, sane, consensual is something that we fully retired. I don't really hear many 
people use that anymore. It feels really… I think it served its purpose when it first came 
out, but just no longer serves the community. “Safe” is subjective, “sane” is ableist, so." 
(K.) 

"We definitely move away from anything that has the sanity model included in it, like SSC 
– safe, sane and consensual. I consider sane to mean just able to consent and participate 
within the context of what we're doing. It doesn't mean that you have to even identify as a 
sane person." (M.C.M.) 

“Safe? Sane? How do we how do we measure this? I don’t love it. Consent? Love that 
part [of SSC]. Definitely keep that part. So, I think RACK is better, where it's risk aware. 
Someone could be in an altered state, an altered mental state, and still effectively want to 
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play, and be able to play in a safe way.” [...] “People are navigating diagnoses; people 
are living with mental health issues, and who are we to say what is sane and what is not 
sane? If someone has PTSD, and is going through a PTSD episode, like, these are 
different times. Sane is not the right word. It's unmeasurable and it’s messy.”  (B.B.) 

“Safe, sane, and consensual was the first thing that I was exposed to. The biggest thing 
there is… especially when it comes to age play, you can't make it safe. You can make it 
safer, but you can't make it [perfectly] safe.” [...] “It’s one that we've heard, but it's not 
an acronym that we bring into the conversation, intentionally. Because it’s not as concise 
as to what it is that we're asking people to consider.” (N.) 

Sub-Theme 1.2: Codes of conduct and best practices are essential to maintain accountability, 

professionality, and safety 

Participants take codes of conduct and best practices very seriously in the BDSM 

community, a reality clearly demonstrated in participant responses. Multiple participants 

explained that maintaining these policies keeps safety at the forefront of all S/M encounters and 

keeps community members and professionals alike accountable. This sub-theme is crucial when 

considering the “rough sex” defence and the co-opting of BDSM language in sexual assault 

cases. BDSM’s codes of conduct and best practices are cultural staples; cultural experts must be 

consulted in “rough sex” cases, to clarify how S/M community codes successfully maintain 

consent and safe(r) spaces. This sub-theme supports the assertion that culturally accurate BDSM 

practice would not result in sexual assault nor murder, and that the community holds one another 

to a high standard of accountability. 

"Well, they're important because like, I don't wanna hurt people. I don't want people to 
be upset with me. I generally want things to be pretty chill. Like, I like what I do and I 
like to be clear, simple and straightforward in that process whenever possible. I like 
people. I want to be a force for good in this community. I really value this community. I 
do a lot of community events and things. That's why it's important." (K.) 

“I think that we do need a standard of accountability and a way to demonstrate that. 
Like… what we do is regulated to a certain extent. It's not regulated by a governing body 
but regulated by community members. It's important to show potential clients and 
submissives that we’ve thought about this. We are educated and we are practicing the 
best possible way of doing this and here look, we even have an acronym for it, like this is 
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not new. This is old guard. This is the way we operate, and these systems are in place for 
a reason" (M.C.M.) 

[In response to why are codes of conduct/best practices important] “You're dealing with 
the public and you're dealing… You're dealing with absolute strangers, so. Right from 
the beginning, there's an element of risk. There's an element of danger.” (G.S.V.) 

“You can’t engage with this level of intensity and vulnerability and not hold up that level 
of integrity, because what you risk is bringing harm to people.” (N.) 

Theme 2: Along with codes of conduct, all participants use other best practices before, 

during, and after a BDSM scene 

Along with codes of conduct, all participants use a variation of other culturally 

established best practices. These include pre-negotiations, safe words and check-ins during 

scenes, and debriefs, aftercare, and follow-ups afterwards.  

“I make sure in my booking form that I first. I ask people, what are your hard limits for 
the scene? Is there anything that is a hard no, and like, things that you're just not 
interested in exploring and if they have any disabilities, health conditions, or triggers.”; 
“The first thing we do before anything else is, we sit down. I make tea. We chat in a more 
comfortable environment, just the two of us sitting beside each other. And I make that a 
very clear distinction - from our chat to our play, so while we're chatting, I'm reiterating 
all the things that they said to me on their booking form.” M.C.M.) 

“I always talk to the person on the phone, so it wasn't just through an exchange of text 
messages or e-mail. That's how I did my screening and to come to a verbal agreement 
that this is what's going to be done: this is the amount of time, and this is what will be 
exchanged.”; “When I'm in a session, it [the safe word] would be eggplant or the code 
word is red,  something very simple like that.”; “Keeping that conversation open with 
people, like in aftercare, is so important.” (G.S.V.) 

“That is something – check in on people a few days after the scene. It’s very much 
something that, as a top and a bottom (again, this goes both ways). Tops – you play, you 
get your endorphins, you have all those chemicals. Then afterwards, a couple of days 
later, that’s it, and you’re hurting too. That’s when we always tell people to check in on 
each other. And where we make a point, if we play with anyone at a party, we get their 
[social media] handle and a means to contact them, so that the next day we can check in, 
or three days later we can check in.” (B.B.) 

“Aftercare, debrief, post-play check in. And just to be mindful of those time intervals and 
people who experience a variance, that’s especially [important] when you’re playing 
with new people who don’t know their rhythms.” (N.) 
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Sub-Theme 2.1: It is impossible to guarantee 100% safety; best practices help mitigate risk 

Discourse on safer spaces versus safe spaces has grown over the last decade (Mental 

Health Commission of Canada, 2019). The former takes a harm reduction approach, 

acknowledging that there is a plethora of actions that can ensure a safer approach to a specific 

activity, such as drug use or sex. This approach also recognizes that despite these efforts, humans 

are unpredictable, people make mistakes, and things can go wrong. The importance of a safer 

space is the intentionality behind it. Participant responses to this question also indicate that part 

of creating a safer space means preparing for things to go wrong.  

"With a subject that is as complicated as human communication, nobody gets it perfect. 
There's always going to be miscommunications,” [...] “And nobody just going to get 
human communication perfect, I just don't buy it. I think the people that insist that they 
do, and will probably have a high enough success rate, and a number of interaction rate 
low enough that they just haven't run into the place where the miscommunication 
happens yet.” (F.) 

“Everyone can be responsible and do everything right, and something can still go wrong. 
That’s the eternal conversation.” (B.B.) 

“Another acronym that I've heard recently is PRICK - personal responsibility in 
consensual kink. And a part of it is doing everything that you can in taking care of 
yourself and being mindful of the other person but also holding space for [the reality 
that] sometimes shit happens. And both of you are going to do the best that you can with 
whatever the variables have played out, but the personal responsibility, and not just 
deflecting onto the other person, and being able to own what is yours in this 
circumstance, is important and has its value.”; “You can do everything to try and set 
yourself up for success, and something can still go wrong, and that's OK. Have a plan to 
take care of that human if that happens. Just prepare for the worst, and hope for the 
best.” (N.) 

“There's no real safety, so the person offering the session has to be – within that, you 
have to be as safe as possible. You have to be as protective as possible.” (G.S.V.) 

Sub-Theme 2.2: Best practices look different between personal and professional BDSM 

Participant responses throughout the study interviews offered codes pertaining to the 

differences and similarities between personal and professional BDSM practice. Participant 

responses indicate that this is mainly due to the difference between offering a service to a 
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stranger for money and engaging in a longer-term relationship with someone they know very 

well.  

"The way that I play in a nonprofessional context is so different from the way that I play 
in a professional context, so much so, that they're not comparable. My consent styles are 
completely different. The play that I engage in is completely different. The way I center 
my consent and the consent of people around me is completely different – this is 
professional - it's not personal in really any way." (K.) 

Sub-Theme 2.3: Depth and type of best practices used depends on assessed risk 

Participant responses showed that the type of best practices used in a scene depends on 

the assessed risk. Based on participant responses, assessing risk includes considering who is 

involved, where the scene is happening, what the relationships are of the people involved, what 

type of play is happening, and other elements that vary depending on context. Participant 

responses indicate that if a scene is deemed to be higher risk, then more in-depth, rigorous best 

practices are used, and there may be more preparation and aftercare involved. 

“In terms of a party or teaching, I feel like there is a more in-depth level of consent, 
because of the more levels of risk that I am taking on, not just in my own risk 
interpersonally with somebody, but also a reputational risk, and a perception risk, and I 
have to consider will I be able to throw parties or teach again because of something that 
somebody might hear and not like? Whereas on an interpersonal like pro-domming level, 
it's more black and white simply because we don't have a relationship that's nuanced." 
(K.) 

Sub-Theme 2.4: Consent is nuanced and should be understood and approached as such 

All participants indicated that consent is nuanced. Specifically, there are BDSM activities 

that push the limits of consent or incorporate consensual non-consent. Participant responses 

suggest that BDSM scenes where consent is experimented with can be taboo even within the 

community itself. Participant responses indicate that these types of scenes are considered high 

risk, and best practices and codes of conduct are used rigorously to ensure a safer BDSM scene.  
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"I've been prepared for all these classes for them to say things like consent is more than 
black and white. It's also gray, but I'm like… it feels like the way that I practice consent, 
and the way that I see people in life like my friends practice consent, and my partners 
practice consent, it feels more than black or white. It feels like orange, gray, turquoise… 
so much more. And I feel that in a lot of these professional settings, it's like, here's black, 
here's white, and they're just bigger [categories]. So, consent can be a yes and no, but 
it’s a little bit bigger, and maybe there’s, you know, a sliver of gray." (K.) 

“It gets a bit more nuanced because, for example, there are some people who enjoy being 
a brat, and enjoy being chased with a paddle, and trying to get away, then suffering the 
consequences of their actions. But that is something that, if I was just starting to get to 
know someone, there are certain things as a top that I would refrain from bringing to the 
table,” [...] “For things that require preparation, things that are really like dancing on a 
tightrope, I’m a bit more in-tune as to how I know what pleasure sounds like to you. I 
know what pleasure looks like to you, and I know the opposite. I know what it looks like 
when you find yourself processing uncertainty. Sometimes you can register if people are 
about to say “yellow”.” (N.) 

Sub-Theme 2.5: BDSM clients may ask for something, and not realize the full impact it will 

have on them 

Multiple participants expressed that they’ve interacted with BDSM clients who did not 

really have a full understanding of what it is they were asking for. Responses showed that this 

would occur if it was a client’s first time trying something. Responses also showed that this 

phenomenon can be exacerbated by misrepresentation of BDSM in media and on social media. 

Finally, multiple participants indicated that a client could consent to something and still not 

enjoy it, as it’s impossible to be certain that something we’ve never tried will feel the way we 

think it will. 

"So the thing that started happening is, I would get these messages from men and they 
would say stuff like “I want to do whatever you want,” or “I want to suffer for you,” and 
they didn't actually want those things in the way that I was used to hearing them. They 
wanted the fantasy of those things; they wanted the idea of those things." [...] "So, I 
started changing that and instead of just being like, “oh, you want this thing, and this is 
how I have traditionally provided it”, I go, “oh, you want this thing? Here is a way I am 
comfortable providing it”. In this way, it ensures that we are building – that we are 
communicating the same language to each other and building towards the same end goal. 
I think that's important for me, because the last thing I want to do to a client is have 
someone coming in, who wants to experience kink, or cross dressing, or even just their 
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version of sex, is traumatize them, or leave them in a position where they feel more 
scared of this thing." (K.) 

“Consent isn't a guarantee for a good time. You can consent to something, and then 
you're like, “oh, I wanted to get spanked, but that technique, or that something, that 
wasn't the way I wanted it.”  And if afterwards you might be like, “that's not what I 
thought it was going to be.” There's a difference between everything being mutually 
agreed upon, but in the end [not really having] that great of a time.”; "I’m like, you think 
you know what that [BDSM act] is, but you don't actually know what that is. I have a lot 
more experience than you. But they up like, they have an entitlement.” (G.S.V.) 

Theme 3: Participants experience both in- and out-group stigma 

Participants were asked if they ever experienced discrimination because of being a 

BDSM community member as part of this study’s demographic questions. Three participants 

said yes, one participant said they weren’t sure but had seen others’ experience it, one said 

maybe, and one said no then changed their answer to yes later on in the interview. Participant 

responses that contributed to this theme also emerged in response to the question “What is 

something you want society to better understand about the BDSM community?”  

“Yeah, [I experience discrimination as a BDSM community member]. It’s the stigma. 
When I started doing this, a long time ago, there was more stigma that [BDSM] was for 
mentally ill people.”; “I hear this from other Doms too. [Sometimes with clients] you're 
treated more like a fetish vending machine, when there's way more nuance than that to 
everything.” (G.S.V.) 

“I feel like I don’t really have a yes or a no to that question [of whether or not I 
experience discrimination as a BDSM community member]. Because I think I have felt 
rejection and ostracized even in parts of the BDSM community, because of the kink that I 
practice. But like, I’ve never been denied a job; people don’t refuse to rent me an 
apartment. It’s not something where you’d be able to look at me and tell. I don’t get 
discriminated against in a way that feels institutional or societal. It’s more of... you 
would discriminate against me if you learned deeply who I am as a person, and how I 
conduct my life, and then decided that that was not something you agreed with. I think it 
really depends on how much people are open about their lifestyle. I know people who 
have been fired from their jobs because the person that hired them knew that they did 
BDSM, and looked into it, and didn’t approve of it. But that was because of the level at 
which they disclosed about their lifestyle outside of work.” (K.) 
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Sub-Theme 3.1: Some BDSM practices are considered taboo within the community 

When speaking to the types of discrimination they have faced, participants pointed out 

that they’ve felt ostracized within the BDSM community, due to engaging in, or being supportive 

of, certain types of kinks considered more taboo by others. Participant responses indicate that the 

types of play considered more taboo within the community includes scenes that push the 

boundaries of consent and incorporate the use of bodily fluids.  

“It's a whole can of worms…. just how many types of BDSM can be misunderstood. 
There is a lot of it that, to the general community… The scene may not be about what you 
think it is. It may not all come from a place of exploitative nature, or from wanting to 
harm, or from wanting to have that level of power,” [...] “Age play isn't pedophilia. Pet 
play is not zoophilia. It's those sorts of things, that when that level of conversation comes 
up, you're just like, “Oh, get over it!” That is one that I wish the general community 
could better understand. But how are they going to [better understand]? To be fair, if it's 
not something they've interacted with before, and they're coming across it, they can be 
very confused by those sorts of scenes. [For example] someone who's into a consensual 
non consent – [these community members might say] “Oh, they just actually want to 
assault someone.” It’s like, “No! That's not the jam here.” [...] “This is all consensual. [I 
want them to know that] it's an ongoing conversation, and that [they] can relax. We're 
OK.” (B.B.)  

“In my SAR [sexual attitude reassessment course], we talked about scat play, but it was 
the first question that I actively like responded to, and I felt so wrong for the way I 
responded, that I just didn't engage with the class afterwards at all. They were talking 
about a scat play, and I remember being so like, “wow, I’m so glad we're talking about 
this. I think this is so interesting and this is a type of kink that nobody talks about. There's 
so much deep shame about it, and I don't practice it, but I know people that do, and I just 
think it's so great.” And it was like, nobody else, including the instructors shared that 
sentiment.” (K.) 

Sub-Theme 3.2: Participants want society to better understand what BDSM is and what it 

means to community members 

Participants were asked specifically what they want society to better understand about the 

BDSM community. Their responses formed this theme. Overarchingly, participants call for more 

public and social acceptance and normalization, for a deeper understanding of how important 
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consent is in S/M, the depth of care the community has for one another, and that BDSM can be a 

creative, beautiful practice. 

"I would like us to have more societal understanding of that sort of stuff. There are 
teachers, doctors, nurses, lawyers in my local community who all have to kind of tiptoe 
around it and be pretty careful.", "it'd be nice if people would just, like, let adults do their 
thing and didn't stress quite so much about it." (F.) 

“What do we wish the world knew is? How normal the conversation of consent is within 
the BDSM community. We talk about consent at length. Can the expectation of having 
this level of understanding of consent, or the quickness with which someone can further 
give, or completely resend their consent, and the absolute respect for someone's ability to 
do so is the thing I wish we could shout from the rooftops.” (B.B.) 

“I think something that I would want people outside of the community to know is...” [...] 
“...Is how much we as people care about one another, how much we care about the 
people that we meet, the connections that we forge, and wanting to really honor one 
another and their humanity, but also their desire to explore the range of emotions, the 
range of sensations, the range of roles. The only thing that you're bound to, beyond the 
physical risks of what you are looking to do, is your imagination. The play and the beauty 
that can come from it. Yes, sometimes we break out the whips and chains and sometimes 
we make the prettiest bruises - little galaxies on our bodies. But it is done so with such 
passion; and it is mutual passion. The desire is mutual. The curiosity is emboldened by 
everyone involved.” (N.) 

“There's something about that like consenting to pain and wanting pain, like in a 
masochistic way; there is something beautiful in that that doesn't come from a self-
destructive place.”; “I think if society can understand that... there are real masochists 
that can be ethical.” (G.S.V.) 

Sub-Theme 3.3: BDSM can help people get to know themselves and others better 

Among participant responses, many pointed out that BDSM can help people get to know 

themselves and others better. Participant responses suggest that this may be due to the intimacy 

and depth of communication required for a culturally proper S/M scene. Furthermore, participant 

responses explained that subverting or rejecting social expectations from hegemonic sexuality in 

the quest to understand what you truly desire and want to explore inevitably increases self-

awareness.  

“One thing I want [society to better understand about the BDSM community] is the 
power of play and allowing space as an adult to allow your imagination and creativity to 
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flow. To allow yourself to be curious about different sensations, different roles, different 
archetypes, and to allow yourself to be the hero in your peak fantasy role, like [for 
example], dreaming of being a damsel in distress, and having someone with such dark 
desires covet you so dearly...” [...] “[I want] for people to allow themselves to be curious 
as to, what are my genuine desires, rather than what's prescribed to me. Rather than 
what’s being presented as desirable. What catches my attention? What speaks to me? 
And [I want] people to know that your people are out there! There are people who have 
those interests, who have those curiosities, who have those creative desires to make silly 
moments happen, to be there with you in your desire to push yourself to the physical 
bounds, the emotional bounds of what you are able to experience in this body, in this 
lifetime.” [...] “It can be an absolutely empowering experience to go and let your freak 
flag fly.” (N.) 

“I've seen grown men halfway in tears because they had a fetish that they thought there 
was really, genuinely something wrong with them.” “There is a cognitive dissonance of, 
[clients] want to be there, but they're afraid. It’s sexy, but they're afraid.” (G.S.V.) 

Theme 4: BDSM is often misrepresented in mainstream media 

Dr. Ummni Khan’s chapter S/M in Showbiz is one of the most comprehensive texts 

critically examining the role of media in helping, or hurting, the S/M community (2014, pp. 117-

183). Khan states, 

Fictional stories on S/M contribute to popular knowledge, that is, popular conceptions of 
right and wrong, truth and falsity, and perhaps most importantly, deserving and 
undeserving fates. In other words, poetic justice is political. The popular film industry, 
like psychiatry and feminism, is a truth-machine, an apparatus that articulates and forms 
ideology. As such, film is in a dynamic relationship with the social construction of reality 
that both reflects and produces popular notions of sexual order. (2014, p. 117) 

Khan’s assertion that poetry, or art, influences social dominant discourse and fluctuates the status 

quo is accurate; why else would governments censor the growing popularity of S/M in media in 

the mid 1900s? Normalizing and celebrating S/M would significantly threaten the maintenance 

of sexual hegemony in society.  

Khan’s issues with media representation of kink can be amalgamated into an overarching 

issue: characters who may be considered deviant due to their S/M proclivities conveniently 

adhere to hegemonic sexuality in most other ways (2014, pp. 117-183). Dominating women end 
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up requiring rescue from their male submissives (Something Wild, 1986) (pp. 118-122). Khan 

explains, “though Something Wild does not demonize a sexually dominant woman, it does need 

to attenuate her wildness” (2014, p. 121).  

The first participant interviewed spoke about media’s impact on the BDSM community. 

In response to this, I added a question for the remaining interviews which asked participants to 

reflect and share their opinions on how BDSM is represented in media. Overarchingly, 

participants stated that S/M is often misrepresented; in particular, multiple participants felt that 

media both “sensationalizes” and “sanitizes” S/M, a view shared by S/M researchers and 

advocates Kleinplatz and Moser (2006, p. 8). As explored earlier in chapters one and two of the 

text, media representation is crucial and plays a large role in the perpetuation or deconstruction 

of hegemonic sexuality; as the Khan quote above asserts, media functions as a “truth machine” 

(2014, p. 117). However, a few participants indicated that media representation of BDSM is 

improving, via the recruitment of in-group S/M experts as consultants (M.C.M.), and the 

increased incorporation of S/M imagery into popular culture and music (B.B., N.).  

“Stories like [Netflix show Bonding] are popping up. It shows that it’s [BDSM] more 
normalized. But I’m always surprised at the interpretation, because with the storylines 
there’s always some kind of twist of violence, things like that. It’s so over-dramatized. It’s 
sensationalized for sure. It’s like, BDSM itself isn’t enough of a plot, so there has to be a 
murder or something... like, really?” (G.S.V.)  

“In media, they don't really show all of the consent, and all of the negotiation, and all of 
the hard work that goes into establishing a dynamic, making somebody feel safe, all the 
things that we've talked about so far is like often completely missing. And on top of which 
it gives a very narrow definition of what a Dominatrix or a Pro-Dominant is. And often it 
is just a woman, like they don't really show non-binary Doms, or even male Doms that 
much.”; “The power dynamic or the power exchange [in media] isn't actually 
represented very well. Because as we know, the submissive actually is the one who has 
the power. And in media that is never shown. Instead, it’s like, you’re at the whims of 
your Dominatrix. But no, I'm actually working. I'm a service top in this role. You tell me 
what you wanted to do on your booking form, and we and I do that for you. So like, that's 
not really how it works at all.”; “And it does give potential clients sometimes, a 
misunderstanding. I do a lot of work trying to undo that brand, and sort of like, actually 
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show myself as human, and kind and like, approachable and not scary, because believe it 
or not, that's what most clients are looking for. They're not looking for big, scary 
Dominatrix with a whip. They're looking for somebody to, like, gently guide them.” 
(M.C.M.) 

Sub-Theme 4.1: BDSM in mainstream media is made more “palatable” 

Multiple participants in this study indicated in their responses that BDSM in media, 

particularly mainstream media, typically portrays more “palatable”, or socially acceptable 

depictions of BDSM. Portrayals considered more socially acceptable align more closely with 

hegemonic sexuality; for example, the couple is straight (2014, pp.117-183), married and 

monogamous (2014, pp.117-183), and the woman is the submissive (2014, pp.117-183). Dr. 

Ummni Khan poignantly unpacks the whitewashing of mainstream BDSM depictions in her 

chapter S/M in Showbiz (2014, pp.117-183).  

"I think a lot of kink media is kink that is palatable, that is attractive, that's pretty. I think 
it's really important for the public perception of kink to be sexy: pretty, thin, 
predominantly white, queer, but only to a male gaze,” [...] “It’s very like, things need to 
be pretty and clean, but we don't want to see anything too much. You know, like we want 
a woman in latex. We want a man in a leather harness. But we don't want to see real 
kink. “Real kink” sounds dismissive, [what I mean is that] we don't want to see people 
engaging in their kink in an authentic way that we might not find palatable." (K.) 

“There’s certain levels of expectations if this piece of media is for the general public or if 
it’s going to be content that’s being absorbed by a queer community – there's kind of that 
different expectation of how deep a conversation may go.” (B.B.) 

Sub-Theme 4.2: BDSM is more than a “sexy” taboo, aesthetic, or trend 

Multiple participants expressed that media and social media depictions of S/M often 

present it as a sexy, dark, taboo, and trendy aesthetic. Like the titillating combination of sex, 

drugs, and rock n’ roll, S/M imagery, according to participant responses, often presents BDSM in 

a shallow way; failing to represent its rich history, its cultural significance, and the ongoing 

discrimination faced by members of the community.  
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"What do I want society at large to know about kink? Is that it's more than an aesthetic. I 
think kink as an aesthetic is super cool, but not if like, latex and leather and kink as an 
aesthetic is okay, but no kink is allowed - that feels shitty, and disingenuous, and feels 
like you are using a subculture for the, like, the cool taboo-ness of it, and not the deeper 
meanings and history and stuff." (K.) 

“I hope the sensationalism with [BDSM on] social media won’t damage or override that 
actual preciousness in real life; I hope the younger generation can understand what 
those actual private secret special moments are, and that everything doesn’t need to be 
documented; it’s not for clout.” (G.S.V.) 

“There’s an increasing amount of BDSM being shown in pop music. It’s being treated as, 
you know, in that case, it’s sex appeal, but it’s darker. And that's OK, we're having that 
conversation. It's somewhat being celebrated here, so that's a little bit better. And then 
it's really gonna depend kind of media by media, how we feel about it.” (B.B.) 

Sub-Theme 4.3: Media representations of BDSM are (generally) improving 

Participants generally agreed that media representations of BDSM are improving; 

examples were offered by participants as to how BDSM used to be the “butt of the joke” (N.). 

Interestingly, a few participants suggested that even less flattering/accurate depictions of BDSM 

still offered representation; an important call of “we exist,” which can be helpful for those 

navigating shame or isolation around their BDSM preferences/desire to join the community. The 

incorporation of S/M imagery in pop culture was mentioned a few times; pop stars Ariana 

Grande and Lady Gaga were mentioned as two examples of celebrities positively incorporating 

kink into their artistic work.  

“It's more likely to be a positive light now, which is good, or to be in a more open light, 
or a light where the kink isn’t a punch line or, a, you know, it’s not just, it's funny or, this 
weird thing exists, or oh, be careful, there’s this weird thing that exists. The conversation 
is getting better, and it's getting better because of the number of times it showed up 
before, and you know, it got out and people could talk about it.”; “It’s much, much more 
likely to be a positive representation of BDSM if it’s through the filter of queer media.” 
(B.B.) 

“The variance and the different sources of curiosity, arousal, and as you were saying, for 
people to see back in the 90s, early 2000s, different, more niche outlier kinks being 
represented, as much as they unfortunately were being made the butt of the joke, people 
could see themselves, like, “I’m not alone in this.”  They could see she's like, hey, I'm not 
alone in this.” (N.) 
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“The thing that I've noticed though, in this sort of shift, is that our community has 
become a bit louder about this and media representation is starting to take notice. So, 
like, you know that show that everybody talked about on Netflix. I can't even remember 
what it was bondage, or something like that [Bonding].  The first season was a total 
disaster, and all the pro Dommes on the Internet freaked out about it. And then they 
changed it for the second season and like, literally shifted everything. They had a 
multiple dominatrixes working on set as consultants. They showed more of the consent 
practices etcetera.” (M.C.M.) 

Theme 5: All participants agree that BDSM can be cathartic/healing/therapeutic for people 

Every participant responded affirmatively to the question “do you think some people find 

BDSM to be cathartic, healing, or therapeutic?” Each response was followed by examples and or 

deeper explanation as to why they believed this to be the case. Notably, all participants 

responded quickly; their affirmative responses did not seem to require any second thought.  

"Absolutely. I think a lot of people do, and I think that can go as small as people being in 
this position where they have consent and control of exactly what happens to them, or 
exactly how their bodies work, or how their bodies are engaged with, all the way up to 
people being like forced consensually, through an experience that they wouldn't of 
otherwise put themselves through." (K.) 

"Yes, I think that some people find that, 100%." (F.) 

“Yes, it can absolutely be healing for people, and it can be cathartic for people. It 
depends on the circumstances of the individual, what type of play they're working with, 
and what are they trying to get a catharsis or healing from?” (B.B.) 

“Absolutely [it can be cathartic], and it can go from like a micro scale of having a bad 
day and then wanting to have an outlet to help emotionally or physically process what it 
is that you're experiencing, and then there is the macro aspect.” [...] “sometimes just 
having that consistent, steady intensity and stimuli is able to help someone be brought 
from the brain back into their body, and in turn be able to feel a gradual building of the 
intensity, motion, which in turn can help soften those walls, and have them come down. 
And then to be there, to catch the person on the other side, and to hold them as the 
emotions start to come out.” (N.) 

“Yeah, absolutely.”; “There is definitely something about life force and human essence, 
and the connection of the physicality of exchanging; it’s like a beautiful ballet.”; “I 
really like in your study about how it's [asking about] the catharsis, because there's 
something about the energy and how it is released, and how it is it has elements of being 
therapeutic - and it's not a given.” (G.S.V.) 
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Sub-Theme 5.1: While BDSM can be therapeutic, it is not therapy 

Almost all participants made a point of acknowledging that while BDSM may be 

therapeutic for some people, it is not synonymous with therapy, and BDSM professionals are not 

therapists. Participant responses indicated that this distinction is important to them, and that 

having clients consider them as therapists able to offer therapy is potentially harmful and 

increases risk by a large margin.  

“Kink can be therapeutic, but it's not therapy. I've heard people use that phrase a bunch. 
I think there are elements of it that can feel really good and feel really reclaiming of 
agency.” (F.) 

“The other thing we make very clear is that coming to see a Dominatrix is not coming to 
see a therapist. We can support you in our own capacity. But like, we cannot provide 
therapy. Whatever healing or whatever things happen is a symptom of what we're doing. 
It's not the goal of what we're doing.” (M.C.M.) 

“I can come home and have BDSM heal my bad day. It cannot heal my childhood 
traumas. It can help me engage with them. It can help me work on… it's something I can 
play with in that way. But it's not a replacement for therapy. It can be therapeutic, but it’s 
not therapy.” (B.B.) 

Sub-Theme 5.2: Catharsis/healing is an individual experience, and cannot be broadly defined 

Two participants explicitly stated that they could not define catharsis or healing when 

asked how they would define these. The reasons given were that catharsis and healing are 

individual, personal experiences. This theme supports the former, sub-theme 5.1; participants 

recognize that they are not therapy experts, and that defining peoples’ healing for them can 

become an abuse of power and potentially increase harm. Professional BDSM is a client-

centered practice; the client is the one who defines and leads their experience.  

"I mean, I think that's such an individual experience. I don't know if I would have a way 
to define it that would encapsulate all the ways that people experience it, and I don't 
think I would be able to define it in a way that I would feel good about it being 
represented. So, I don't think I can answer that one." (K.) 
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"So I probably have some bias around like the terms healing and catharsis. I think that 
some people really get a lot of that out of kink. What do I define as healing? What do I 
define as catharsis? I don't know. I could look up the dictionary definitions, but you're 
kind of asking the wrong person." (F.) 

Sub-Theme 5.3: BDSM does not have to be cathartic/healing/therapeutic to be legitimate 

All participants felt strongly that while BDSM can be cathartic, healing, or therapeutic 

for some, it does not have to be to be legitimate or normalized. A few participants expressed 

concern with this harmful view; suggesting that all who partake in BDSM are traumatized and 

seeking therapy further perpetuates the discriminatory stereotype that S/M community member 

are pathologically disordered. All participants poignantly asserted that it is okay if people just 

like having kinky, fun sex.  

"Kink can just be hot sex. And I also think kink can be incredibly emotional and 
cathartic. And I think that neither one is better nor worse than the other. I think where we 
get into sketchy territory is when people are like “this one is weird, but this one is 
normal. I'm doing kink normal, but you're doing kink weird.” That's where I think we lose 
it." (K.) 

"This [question] isn't really my ball game… I wanna have fun, kinky sex with people. 
There are people out there that do this [focus on healing/catharsis]." (F.) 

“You can just enjoy sex and BDSM practices and all of these things. You don't need to be 
traumatized, and you also don't need to be a deviant. You can just enjoy it. Like that's OK 
too! [Laughs].  And I do hope that eventually people can expand their understanding of 
kink and BDSM to go beyond those things.” (M.C.M.) 

Sub-Theme 5.4: BDSM is less likely to be cathartic/healing/therapeutic if codes of conduct 

and best practice are not used.  

Since participants resisted defining catharsis and healing on behalf of their clients, it 

follows that they wouldn’t want to assert whether or not someone could feel catharsis despite not 

using best practices. However, all participants stated that it is extremely less likely that the S/M 

encounter will be good, let alone cathartic or healing, if best practices are not used. All agreed 

that the risk of a scene increases exponentially when best practices are not used.  
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“It’s like saying, “Is it better to hit a target by aiming?” It's not impossible to hit the 
target without aiming…  But it's not how I'm going to recommend going about it, or 
you're far more likely to get an unintended consequence.” (B.B.) 

“Absolutely [BDSM codes of conduct and best practices are necessary to experience 
healing or catharsis in S/M]. It has to be consensual. I worry about the moral 
implications or the influence I’ve had on people; I don’t want to give the impression that 
doing domination professionally is easy. And I don’t want to downplay the risk and 
danger involved with everything.” [...] “Safety and health is paramount.” (G.S.V.) 

“If you don't take the time to establish a baseline communication, taking the time to 
really get to know the person that you're playing with, then there's the potential for so 
much to go in so many directions, and taking the time to really get to get to know them 
can mitigate the risk of like, harm being doubled down.” (N.) 

Theme 6: Subversion, ritual, and performance are all present in BDSM practice 

All participants answered affirmatively when asked if they think subversion, ritual, and 

performance are present (or can be present) in BDSM activity. Each term was defined by the 

lead researcher prior to the participants’ responding; this is important to note as all participants 

answered based on the definitions offered, not their own interpretation of the terms. Participants 

offered context and explanations for when, where, why, and how they have observed or 

experienced these terms as part of their professional (or personal) BDSM practice. 

“In my professional world, subversion exists, but I think on a very surface level. I think 
also, you're going to get different answers from different people depending on their 
clientele. I am in a small area, 99% of my clientele are cis straight men who want to be 
dominated by a cis straight woman in a way that is… in whatever way that it happens, 
but that is the fantasy that they want. That is the thing that they are seeking out for me 
specifically. So, I think subversion exists in my professional kink in a way that is very 
performative, in a way that is performance-based. It’s visually stimulating." (K.) 

"I'm not a ritual kink person. There are ritual kink people out there." (F.) 

"In terms of performance, absolutely! I think so much of professional kink is 
performance-based, like when we're doing the spanking booth at events, you stand 
around, in a cake-cardboard cut-out and people come up. They get interested by it, that's 
how we make money. That's how we make business - by being performative. Posting like 
content and pictures and videos, that's all a performance. We are enticing the people to 
come in and spend their money on us, and I think professionally versus personally, no 
matter how you practice professionally, it is a profession. You want people to want to 
spend. You are trying to convince people to spend their money on a service that you 
provide, which means you perform, you are creating an idea. And maybe clients will 
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come and see you repeatedly because of the experience you provide them, but they're 
coming to you for the first time because of the way that you act, the way that you present 
yourself, the way that you entice them in." (K.) 

“For me personally, with that concept of subversion is, I learned from other Doms, 
otherwise I wouldn’t have understood,” [...] “The first time that I saw a grown man in a 
dog cage was when [another Dom] brought me into her apartment. And she was telling 
this grown man, who was wearing a business suit, [what to do], and he was crawling 
around like an animal. When I was in this situation, I had this almost epiphany that 
everything I had learned was wrong. Because – and this is from growing up in a 
generation where, I hate to say it, but women were still “less than” ... It was so 
competitive to get jobs with men. So, the fact that a man would listen to a woman in that 
way, with my upbringing and understanding of the world, something in me completely 
flipped.”; “As far as ritual goes, it was very emphasized that you’re going for a session, 
so you’re creating a scene. You had to make the scene kind of like a theatre set. You had 
to prepare the scene and have your instruments all sprawled out, and you would prep so 
everything would be ready for the client. That was really serious for everybody.” (G.S.V.) 

“Yes. So, subversion… Me working a public service job, being out in the vanilla world, if 
someone looked at me and how I present myself out there, they would not – I know that 
they would not realize, how could they, of what I’m capable of.  So many people see me 
as like this sweet little girl…”(N.) 

Sub-Theme 6.1: How these terms are presented and approached varies depending on personal 

or professional context 

Participant responses indicated, like sub-theme 2.2, that how these term present varies 

depending on the context of personal or professional BDSM practice. Multiple participants stated 

that performance is heightened during professional BDSM scenes, as they are providing a 

service. Furthermore, gaining and retaining clients requires some accommodation to client’s 

fantasies and wishes.  

"Ritual for me seems - even with the definition - seems so much more impassioned and 
has a lot more weight to it. I feel like it's very much a part of my kink in my personal life, 
but not really in my professional. I might do things with clients that might look outside as 
ritualistic. But I think the emotion, and what we put into things really influences how 
they… how they exist to us. I don't think there's anything I have done in a professional 
context that I would describe as ritualistic, because I don't think it has the same 
emotional weight and intimacy behind it." (K.) 

“Sessions kind of started to feed into where it became more of a performance.” (G.S.V.) 
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“When we're talking about being a service top, you're performing… You found someone 
who wants something done, and they want it done a certain way, and you're getting that 
information, and then as a top, you're performing it, which can be very, very fun and can 
make you very, very popular in the community as a top. But it's also much more stressful 
as a top because it feels like performance.” (B.B.) 
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CHAPTER SIX: INTERPRETATION OF KEY FINDINGS & IMPLICATIONS FOR 

LAW, PSYCHOLOGY, AND CRITICAL ANTI-OPPRESSIVE SOCIAL WORK PRAXIS 

Interpretation of Key Findings 

All participants in this study use pre-existing codes of conduct in their practice that are 

commonly used by the BDSM community at large. Five out of six participants have been 

members of the community for over ten years (with the outlier being a member for nine years), 

suggesting a deeply developed familiarity with in-group best practices.  Furthermore, when 

asked about why they use these codes of conduct, participant responses shared commonalities. 

The fact that all participants are professionals in the community and have offered training and 

services to clients for over 9 years is essential to acknowledge; with professional standing comes 

heightened responsibility, accountability, and power. This study offers unique and in-depth 

insight into how these professionals handle this power dynamic and role. Their rich experience 

gives strength to their data; their long-standing work with the community and clients speaks to 

their trustworthiness in accurately representing this community and its established best practices.  

The findings of this study importantly demonstrate that the BDSM community deserves 

to be consulted, acknowledged, and respected as a legitimate sexual subculture. These findings 

support the eradication of the “rough sex” defence in sexual assault cases; when BDSM experts 

are consulted by the prosecution, S/M language will no longer be able to be successfully co-

opted to suggest that there was a reasonable attempt to ascertain the presence of consent. The 

findings of this study indicate that the higher the risk of a scene, the higher the safety protocols 

should be (theme 2, sub-theme 2.1, sub-theme 2.3). While accidents can happen, cases that have 

successfully used the “rough sex” defence simply could not be mistaken for culturally 

appropriate S/M practice. Therefore, suggesting that there were reasonable steps taken by the 
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accused, based on the circumstances known to him at the time, to ascertain the presence of 

consent from the complainant because there was a “mutual agreement” that the “activities” were 

to be “governed by the BDSM parameters of conduct” would not suffice; to be clear, BDSM 

“parameters” (which is not a legal standard) also require in-depth best practices to center 

ongoing, contemporaneous consent and safety (R. v. Hunter, 2019 NSSC 369, para 179).  

The findings of this study support existing literature and advocacy efforts to remove 

sadism and masochism from the Diagnostic Statistical Manual V. Participants all use existing in-

group codes of conduct and best practices (theme 1, theme 2, sub-theme 2.3). These protocols 

inherently require consent; sadism’s diagnostic criteria in the DSM-V require that the individual 

in question acts on their paraphilic urges with a “non-consenting person” (APA, 2013, p. 695). A 

diagnosis of masochism requires that a person experience “clinically significant distress or 

impairment (APA, 2013, p. 694).” While participants were not asked about their opinions on the 

definitions and diagnostic criteria of S/M in the DSM-V, they were asked about emotional and 

physical safety. Participant responses in no way indicate that they, nor their clients, experience 

ongoing clinical distress or impairment. Furthermore, causes/sources of said “distress” are not 

clarified in the DSM-V; it is very possible that someone’s distress may result from the 

stigmatization and discrimination they face as an S/M community member, rather than from the 

nature of their S/M practice itself. Finally, participant responses show that the BDSM 

community is critically reflexive, changing language used in codes of conduct such as Safe, 

Sane, Consensual (sub-theme 1.1). The APA should respond adequately to the cultural and social 

shift of the terms sadism and masochism and remove them from the DSM. 

Participants spoke to the positives and negatives of how BDSM has been portrayed in 

media and social media (theme 4, sub-themes 4.1, 4.2, 4.3). One participant spoke to the positive 
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changes seen in the Netflix show Bonding, after the show began hiring BDSM community 

consultants (M.C.M., illustrative quote in sub-theme 4.3). The findings of this study hold 

implications for media representation; like the “rough sex” defence in courts of law, consulting 

with professional BDSM community members is the best way to ensure this culture is properly 

and respectfully represented.  

Findings from this study also support existing empirical scholarship documenting the 

cathartic, healing, and/or therapeutic potentials of BDSM (theme 5). From building community 

and personal connections (sub-theme 3.3) to resisting hegemonic sexuality and subverting 

expectations (theme 6), participant responses suggest that many clients experience a poignant 

sense of connection, catharsis, or even therapeutic healing. Importantly, all participants agree 

that BDSM does not have to be any of these things to be legitimate (sub-theme 5.3); it is 

perfectly okay for a person to enjoy fun, consensual kink just for the thrill of it. The findings of 

this study help set up an important foundation for future research into the therapeutic and 

subversive potential of BDSM; findings indicate that codes of conduct and best practices are 

taken very seriously in the S/M community, and that any attempt to achieve catharsis or healing 

should center these before anything else. 

Finally, findings from this study hold important implications for the critical, self-

reflexive, anti-oppressive social worker. Sexuality is a social issue; alternative sexual sub-

cultures such as BDSM continue to face ongoing stigmatization and discrimination, primarily for 

deviating from hegemonic sexual culture. Across a range of roles, social workers remain 

underprepared to support clients who participate or are interested in BDSM. Regardless of a 

social worker’s personal opinions on BDSM, it is a requirement of our federal college to 

approach our clients with unconditional positive regard (CASW, 2024), as well as advocate for 
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them (CASW, 2024). Social workers must understand the difference between consensual, 

culturally appropriate BDSM versus abuse. The findings of this study can help social workers 

understand this crucial difference.  

BDSM & Codes of Conduct 

Implications for the “Rough Sex” Defence 

When the “rough sex” defence is used in the defence of a sexual assault prosecution, the 

central focus is typically on a "mistaken belief of communicated consent”, and whether or not 

reasonable steps were taken to ascertain the presence of consent. This “mistaken belief” has been 

accepted on the basis of activities presented by the complainant being under the scope of BDSM 

activities (Hunter, para 173); This foul misrepresentation of a sexual subculture deeply 

contributes to the ongoing pathologization and discrimination it faces. One cannot consent 

during pre-negotiations if they are unconscious. One cannot participate in mid-point check-ins if 

they are losing too much blood to engage. One cannot be present for aftercare if they’ve been 

choked to death. Defendants who do not establish safe words, conduct pre-negotiations, nor 

perform aftercare or check-ins, cannot profess to be engaging in cultural BDSM activity. The 

courts may choose to still consider this “rough sex”; they cannot consider it consensual S/M 

activity “gone wrong”. 

Alexandra Fanghanel states in BDSM and the Legal Imaginary, “as scholars of BDSM 

have identified, BDSM practice takes practice. It requires the establishment of a certain kind of 

expertise” (2023, p. 81). Fanghanel goes on to assert that while things can go wrong even in 

expert BDSM practice (2023, pp. 81-82), expertise “should come to be seen as an indicator of 

things [are] less likely to go wrong” (p. 82). The findings of this study challenge Fanghanel; 
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while they are indeed correct that despite best practices, S/M can go wrong (sub-theme 2.1), they 

are incorrect that culturally appropriate, expert BDSM encounters would result in the types of 

assault and murder present in the “rough sex” cases they unpack in this chapter. All examples 

given in the chapter clearly show that the level of risk in each so-called “scene” lacked sufficient 

safety protocols, including a lack of pre-negotiation, check-ins, and debriefs (the latter becoming 

impossible when one person is killed). Findings from this study indicate that the riskier the 

scene, the more rigorous safety protocols become (sub-theme 2.3). Findings also support existing 

proof that culturally accurate BDSM would never assume consent; there are always protocols in 

place to ensure that those involved can revoke their consent (theme 1, sub-theme 1.2, theme 2, 

sub-theme 2.3). Furthermore, mistaken belief of communicated consent would be increasingly 

difficult to use as a defence strategy if judiciaries and legal teams were better educated on BDSM 

cultural best practices, and if prosecution teams bring in BDSM cultural expert(s) to testify.  

Elaine Craig writes in The Legal Regulation of Sadomasochism and the So-Called 

“Rough Sex Defence” that “a legal regime that properly and consistently delineates between 

consensual and non-consensual acts in adjudicating “rough sex defences” would promote 

freedom from oppressive, harmful sexual experiences” (2021, p. 405). The Criminal Code of 

Canada already delineates between consensual and non-consensual acts; I support Craig’s 

assertion that a process of adjudication with experts from the BDSM community is essential to 

eradicate the use of the “rough sex” defence. Law Professor Dr. Karen Busby, in a paper 

unpacking the use of the “rough sex” defence, poignantly asserts that “BDSM practitioners have 

little reason to fear criminal prosecutions in Canada if they use the “safe, sane and consensual” 

credo [sic.]” (2012, p. 32). While SSC is outdated (sub-theme 1.1), Dr. Busby’s assertion is 

supported by the findings of this study; if it really was culturally accurate BDSM, mistaken 
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belief in consent, because of reasonable steps taken to ascertain the presence of consent, would 

be difficult, or impossible, to prove.  

Emily Bradley’s assertion at the end of their chapter Reacting to Rough Sex is a poignant 

summary of what this study’s findings support – S/M experts must be consulted and engaged in 

increasing court competence to distinguish between BDSM and abuse (2023, p. 178). Bradley 

states,  

Such an approach affirms sexual diversity and works to tackle gender-based violence; 
helping to reveal spurious invocations of the rough sex defence for what they are: an 
appropriation of an SM sex narrative to avoid the consequences of harming, or even 
murdering, another person. (2023, p. 180) 
 

Implications for the Diagnostic Statistical Manual 

The BDSM community’s complex and intricate cultural development over the 19th, 20th, 

and 21st centuries is further supported sub-theme 1.1: safe, sane, and consensual (SSC) is an 

outdated code of conduct and is not commonly used. The shifting of language in response to 

social events over decades is indicative of an active, self-reflexive, critical, and ongoing 

identification as a subculture. The American Psychological Association (APA) has historically 

removed sections of the Diagnostic Statistical Manual in response to social movements and 

political organizing (Cabaj, n.d.); homosexuals and queer people are no longer recognized as 

psychologically disordered by the APA. The linguistic origins and early psychoanalysis of 

sadism and masochism are no longer representative of what the practice of S/M is today, nor 

what the terms mean to the BDSM community; a legitimate sexual subculture. It is an uncritical 

and disengaged choice to keep S/M listed in the DSM; the current diagnostic criteria imply a 

crucial lack of consent and safety (APA, 2013). Like the BDSM community, the APA must 

recognize and respond to the social shifts in language. Ongoing pathologization continues to 
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harm the BDSM community; all participants either have experienced discrimination themselves 

or have witnessed their fellow community members experience it (theme 3, sub-theme 3.1).  

Potential for Healing/Catharsis in BDSM & Therapeutic Implications 

All participants answered affirmatively when asked if they believe that people can find 

BDSM healing and/or cathartic (theme 5). Notably, participants used exuberant language in 

response to this, such as “Absolutely” and “One hundred percent” (theme 5). All participants 

agreed that if someone wants to experience healing or catharsis via BDSM, it is more likely to be 

a successful, positive experience if they follow codes of conduct and best practices (sub-theme 

5.4). While participants all spoke, with vigor, about the healing, cathartic, or therapeutic 

potentials of S/M, there were some crucial distinctions that most wanted to make sure I 

understood: 1) BDSM can be therapeutic, but is not therapy (sub-theme 5.1), 2) BDSM 

professionals are not therapists (sub-theme 5.1), 3) BDSM does not have to be healing, cathartic, 

nor therapeutic in order to be legitimate (sub-theme 5.3), and 4) healing and catharsis are 

individual experiences and cannot be defined by an outsider (sub-theme 5.2). These findings 

offer an important foundation for any future research into the therapeutic potentials of BDSM; 

they also provide a necessary warning: S/M holding therapeutic potential is not what validates 

nor normalizes it. Suggesting as such would only further pathologize BDSM community 

members, labelling them as severely traumatized and in need of therapeutic intervention, and 

requiring this of them if they want to avoid stigmatization.  

I have previously suggested that part of BDSM’s therapeutic potential lies in its 

subversion of systemic oppression and hegemonic sexuality. Study participants all agreed that 

subversion is present in BDSM practice; to what degree, and to what effect, varied between them 

(theme 6, sub-theme 6.1). Chapter three of this text has also offered insight into the role of 
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subversion in resistance and healing, centering the perspectives and insights of BDSM 

community members who hold intersecting marginalized identities. Outside of direct physical 

and emotional benefits that may result from S/M practice, practitioners may also find community 

and connection through the emancipatory potential of BDSM as a form of political and social 

activism. Chapter three articulated how important connection with community is for healing; as 

social workers, we also recognize the importance of acknowledging the social context in which 

our clients find themselves – community organizing, advocacy, and resistance against these 

systems which harm us and our neighbors (as intended by their design), is a legitimate and 

poignant form of healing.  

Other participant responses suggest that people may also find healing or catharsis via 

BDSM because it helps them to better understand themselves and others (sub-theme 3.3). One 

participant (N.) also spoke to the power of questioning that which is prescribed to us as normal 

(sub-theme 3.3), wrapping up their statement with “it can be an absolutely empowering 

experience to go and let your freak flag fly” (N.). Both are subversive: the latter (questioning that 

which is prescribed as normal) because it rejects hegemonic sexuality as the status quo, and the 

former (understanding ourselves better) because depending on what we find when we go out 

searching for ourselves, our very existence might be.  

While this study did not investigate a potential connection between intense physical 

sensation and healing/catharsis, all participants shared varying stories throughout the interviews 

which indicate that they have had clients or community members who clearly experience some 

type of pleasure and/or catharsis from deeply intense sensations. This was not amalgamated into 

a theme or sub-theme, because it was a known reality of the context (client purchasing a service 

they desire) prior to beginning the study. The intense physical sensations, and sometimes 
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markings, are well known components of a majority of S/M play (although not all). While 

physical sensations are usually intertwined with subversion and scene context in S/M, it’s 

possible that some scenes are purely physical. The polyvagal theory may offer some insight into 

how and why intense sensations may prove both pleasurable and cathartic.  

 The healing potential of physical pleasure and erotic (an adjective not synonymous with 

sexual) sensation have been empirically studied by scientists and mental health professionals 

alike. Stephen Porges created the polyvagal theory in 1994 (Van der Kolk, 2014, p. 80), which 

explains the “biology of safety”, or the body-brain disconnection that can occur during trauma 

(p. 80). Trauma survivors often feel the impacts of their trauma physically, in back pain and 

autoimmune diseases, for example (Van der Kolk, 2014, pp. 87-104), while simultaneously 

losing their sense of “interoception”: our awareness of our “subtle sensory, body-based feelings” 

(p.97). Mental health professionals are acknowledging the role of the polyvagal theory in clinical 

intervention by incorporating physical practices like massage and yoga, in an effort to regain 

interoception and process complex trauma (Van der Kolk, 2014, pp.87-88). The polyvagal theory 

adds a deeper explanation and context for the physical components of BDSM interaction; 

physical sensation, especially pleasurable physical sensation, can help survivors of trauma feel a 

sense of bodily connection, increasing interoception and rebuilding damaged body-brain 

connections.  

Addressing the impact of trauma on the physical and mental health of clients is a daily 

reality of critical social work praxis. These findings have therapeutic implications for social 

workers and other mental health professionals doing clinical work. Findings from this study 

support existing scholarship and research which point to BDSM’s therapeutic potential. As the 

current political climate intensifies and radicalizes, more and more are taking to the streets in 
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protest of systems long deemed acceptable. Subversion, in the political sense, is growing 

exponentially; social work, scholarship and practice invested in social justice and advocacy, 

clearly has a lot to learn from the S/M community.  

It is possible that one day, S/M elements will be incorporated into legally recognized and 

regulated therapeutic practice; this has already happened in healing contexts outside the 

regulatory powers and surveillance of governing bodies such as the CASW. For the purposes of 

this thesis, I did not intend to advocate for this, nor suggest if or how it should be done. Rather, I 

hoped to demonstrate that professionals in this community, with years working directly with 

clients, as well as in their own personal lives, have witnessed and discussed at length the healing 

potential of this practice – when done safely. In other words, therapeutic potential in BDSM 

practice does exist (theme 5). Clinicians should be open to supporting their clients who engage 

in, or are interested in, BDSM. The clinical social worker must educate and inform themselves 

on the rich cultural history of this community, the nuanced and complex ways that they have 

been, and continue to be, discriminated against, and how to distinguish between in-group best 

practices and safer, consensual BDSM versus abuse. Finally, the subversion present in BDSM 

can offer critical insights into organized resistance and emancipatory activism. 

Implications for Critical, Anti-Oppressive Social Work Praxis 

Social work is a field that acknowledges that systems of oppression are structures created 

and maintained in society by human beings. This view aligns with the work of gender theorist 

Judith Butler, who maintains that when we perform our roles in society, we both create and 

change our reality (2023). Insofar that we create and maintain systems of oppression, so too can 

we destroy them, by creating new systems of mutual care and emancipation. Paulo Freire writes 

in Pedagogy of the Oppressed that “in order for the oppressed to be able to wage the struggle for 
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their liberation, they must perceive the reality of oppression not as a closed world from which 

there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can transform” (2017, p.23). Freire asserts 

transformation in the pursuit of emancipation is possible together, and will not be led by the 

oppressors “who [are] dehumanized because [they] dehumanize others” (2017, p. 21).  

Emancipation requires subversion, which in turn requires creativity. Adrienne maree 

brown, author of Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good asserts that “pleasure activism 

includes work and life lived in the realms of satisfaction, joy, and erotic aliveness that bring 

about social and political change” (2019, p.13). Brown’s assertion is inspired in part by the work 

of Black feminist Audre Lorde, who poignantly states that “in touch with the erotic, I become 

less willing to accept powerlessness, or those other supplied states of being which are not native 

to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement, depression, self-denial” (2007, p.58). Tuning 

in with the erotic, or pleasure, offers us the “creative energy empowered” to pursue subversion 

and create change in this world (Lorde, 2007, p. 55). BDSM and kink align with this world view: 

consent and autonomy are centered in a creative, erotically charged space that directly confronts 

systems of oppression in order to subvert them, creating and authoring new realities, and 

perverting the status quo inherent in social systems at present.  

Chapters two and three of this text illustrate the plethora of ways in which BDSM 

community members have faced, and continue to face, discrimination because of 

pathologization, stigmatization, and their subversion and rejection of hegemonic sexuality. Study 

findings show that all participants have experienced both in- and out-group discrimination 

because of being a member of the BDSM community (theme 3). Findings also show that 

participants desire to be better understood (sub-theme 3.2); this desire, according to participants, 
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can be both harmed and helped by media representation of S/M (theme 4, sub-themes 4.1, 4.2, 

4.3).  

Social workers are required by our governing bodies to respect the inherent worth and 

dignity in all people (1.1), consider “intersecting factors of exclusion” and “respect all manners 

of diversity (1.5), uphold social justice (2.1), and advocate for all people to be free from 

oppression and discrimination (2.3) (CASW, 2024). It is quite literally our job and ethical 

responsibility as social workers to educate ourselves on the historic and present pathological 

discrimination of BDSM community members, and on the existing empirical and community-

based discourse around what clients are “getting” out of their BDSM practice. It is oxymoronic 

then that a social worker would not consider or respect the myriads of ways in which BDSM 

community members confront and subvert systemic oppression within their BDSM practice. 

Furthermore, regardless of a person’s moral or ethical views, BDSM exists. The critical reflexive 

social worker must acknowledge this and educate themselves to best support their clients and 

distinguish between abuse and healthy BDSM. Abuse can happen in any relational space, but as 

society begins to understand the clear codes of conduct and best practices centered by the BDSM 

community, the easier it will be to distinguish when abusers co-op the language of BDSM for 

their harmful purposes. 

Four years ago, near the completion of my bachelor's in psychology, I chose to pursue a 

Master of Social Work. This decision was influenced by one major factor: I wanted to be a sex 

therapist. I wanted to create and offer space that wasn’t available to me as a young queer person 

struggling in an institution that tried to erase me. As my understanding of psychology advanced 

alongside my community-based work in sexual and reproductive health and justice, I realized 

that sexuality is, broadly, a social issue. I found myself frustrated in undergraduate level social 
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psychology courses; while foundational studies in the curricula offered important insights into 

relational structures and human behavior, they almost always failed to critically acknowledge the 

context in which said studies were conducted. Few studies offered representation of sexuality, 

gender identity, and relationship structure outside of hegemonic sexuality. With this in mind, I 

felt compelled to pursue a graduate degree in a discipline that, at its core, acknowledges those 

who have systematically been erased, devalued, and labelled as deviant.  

Social work has indeed proven to acknowledge, critically analyze, and actionably address 

social systems of oppression. Yet I have observed that, broadly, sexuality and gender remain 

understudied and under-acknowledged in this field. Other social work professionals and 

academics support this assertion, as noted in chapter one. Social work is an expansive field of 

work, spanning clinical intervention (via private practice or institutional settings), child family 

services, hospital advocacy and support, policy writing and organizational management, and 

more. In all of these applications, the social worker is expected to be client-centered and 

advocate for the justice, dignity, and rights of those they serve (CASW, 2024). In doing so, one 

must acknowledge, actively resist, and dismantle systems of oppression.  

Throughout this text, I have illustrated the ways in which hegemonic sexuality is at the 

core of systemic oppression in the capitalist, neoliberal, fascist political hellscape that is North 

America and much of Western Europe (although these impacts are felt globally). Core aspects of 

human life that are so intimate, so vulnerable, so tender as sexuality and gender identity remain 

taboo; remain silenced. Controversial performance artist Paul McCarthy, known for his 

disturbingly visceral subversive work on sex and politics, asserts:  

We’re taught to be disgusted by our fluids. Maybe it’s related to a fear of death. Body 
fluids are base material. Disneyland is so clean; hygiene is the religion of fascism. The 
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body sack, the sack you don’t enter, it’s taboo to enter the sack. Fear of sex and the loss 
of control, visceral goo, waddle waddle. (McCarthy, 2003) 

“Hygiene is the religion of fascism” (McCarthy, 2003); in other words, increasing social fear and 

disgust at those who do not align with hegemonic sexuality is an effective way of destroying 

community collaboration and organizing (see chapters one and two). Those that do not align are 

no longer just different, they are an abomination, a threat; they must be eradicated systematically 

from the socio-political landscape. “Fear of sex and the loss of control” (McCarthy, 2003); the 

latter is at stake if we enter the taboo “body sack”; in other word, if we create space for nuance, 

complexity, and difference among us as human beings; if we see one another as allies and fellow 

people deserving of love and acceptance – those in positions of power maintained by systemic 

oppression will lose their control on a global population. We are being viscerally confronted with 

this fear in our current political economy.  

Critical discourse and education around sexuality and gender outside of hegemonic 

sexuality, as well as critical examination of the latter itself, is increasing in social work academic 

settings. I am thankful to those professors at Dalhousie School of Social Work who encouraged 

my exploration of hegemonic and alternative sexuality in connection to curricula projects 

throughout this degree. Regardless of what kind of work a social worker ends up engaging in, the 

impacts of hegemonic sexuality will be present; social work education must prepare us to both 

notice this presence, and understand how to respond to it critically, self-reflexively, and in an 

anti-oppressive manner.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

Chapters one through three of this thesis offered a comprehensive, nuanced, and critical 

breakdown of historical and contemporary discourse on BDSM. I set a foundation for this in-

depth analysis by presenting hegemonic sexuality, its origins and how it is perpetuated, along 

with means for subverting and rejecting it. Chapter two offered the historical and cultural 

foundation of S/M, beginning with examples of S/M-adjacent practices across history, religions, 

and cultures. This was followed by an analysis of the social construction of S/M in the Western 

imaginary. The feminist “sex wars” and the “rough sex” defence were presented, offering further 

insight into the ways in which the BDSM community continues to face stigmatization, 

discrimination, and ongoing pathologization. Chapter three brought discourse into considerations 

and context of modernity, beginning by centering the work of marginalized 

writers/advocates/educators/academics who also belong to the BDSM community. These 

sections offered important insights into how subversion is a crucial component of S/M and 

allows for resistance and pursuit of collective emancipation. The third chapter was rounded out 

by presenting current discourse on what constitutes therapy, and the growing empirical discourse 

on BDSM’s therapeutic potential, centering the work of mental health professionals. Chapter 

four presents the current study that I undertook for the purposes of this thesis, reviewing research 

design, methodology, study limitations, and an overview of findings. Chapter five presented 

findings by themes and sub-themes, offering illustrative quotes from participants, as well as 

relevant empirical support and context as needed. Chapter six presented the discussion of these 

findings, incorporating them into crucial implications for the “rough sex” defence, the American 

Psychiatric Association’s DSM, therapeutic potential inherent to healthy and safe BDSM 
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practice. This chapter finished by applying the findings to critical, self-reflexive, anti-oppressive 

social work praxis. I offered some personal reflections in this final section, explaining and 

contextualizing my pathway to both this degree, and this thesis, the latter of which I’ve held in 

my heart for over three years.  

While the topic of BDSM is a novel research focus for the field of social work, it deeply 

aligns with the guiding principles and ethical standards of the critically reflexive, anti-oppressive 

social worker (CASW, 2024), offering important insight into subversion, the impact and 

insidious nature of hegemonic sexuality, and methods for resistance in pursuit of collective 

emancipation via the rejection of this hegemony. Understanding BDSM, its history, cultural 

formation, and current best practices as a sexual subculture, are all deeply important and relevant 

to social work practice, across a variety of focuses. This is so much the case that social work’s 

lack of engagement with this scholarship and subculture has fallen into the realm of professional 

negligence (Mule, 2016); social workers must educate themselves, and social work education 

curricula must provide teaching on sexual subcultures and alternative sexuality. At a minimum, 

this must be done to ensure that social workers (and other mental health professionals) can 

accurately distinguish between healthy, consensual BDSM and abuse. A stronger and more 

engaged approach would look deeper, learning methods of subversive resistance and 

emancipation efforts via the BDSM community.  

The findings of this study have shown that BDSM does indeed hold therapeutic potential. 

Those in mental health professions, such as social work, should pursue understanding and 

contributing to this growing body of empirical scholarship, while maintaining the importance 

and focus of client-centered, first voice accounts. Elements of BDSM that are therapeutic (ex. 

Roleplay, subversion, physical sensations) have already been incorporated into therapeutic 
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modalities, and their use in S/M spaces offers much insight and important learning that may 

contribute to the therapeutic space. Understanding the S/M community's emancipatory efforts 

over the last century also offer helpful additions to the therapeutic space and alliance: connecting 

and collaborating with community to resist systems of oppression is a legitimate part of healing, 

and a central element of social work (CASW, 2024). Finally, understanding the history and 

cultural formation of S/M offers important insights into the ongoing perpetuation of hegemonic 

sexuality, the role of the Church (as an institution) and state in maintaining this hegemony (and 

what they gain from this), and how it must be resisted.  

It is with pride and pleasure that I conclude this thesis; I have known for much of my 

adult life that there is something powerful and emancipatory about S/M practice. I believe the 

findings from this study further support this reality. I thank the participants who generously 

contributed to this study, and those who guided me along the way to this point. The more I learn 

about this community, via research and personal experience, the more I desire to continue being 

emancipated through it. So, I ask, on my knees, to this rich and vibrant community of loving, 

caring people: emancipate me harder! 
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Appendix # 2. Informed Consent Document 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
 

Project title: What do Professional Practitioners of BDSM Consider as their Best Practices 
and 
Codes of Consent? A Qualitative Study Investigating the Roles of Consent and Safety in 
Potentially Cathartic BDSM Practice. 
 

Lead researcher: Madeline Rae (she/her), Dalhousie University School of Social Work; (+1 
204 791 2056, md944351@dal.ca) 
 

Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Bryan (she/her), Dalhousie University School of Social Work 
(catherine.bryan@dal.ca) 
 

2nd Reader: Dr. Neil McArthur (he/him), University of Manitoba, Department of Philosophy, 
Director of the Centre for Professional and Applied Ethics; (neil.mcarthur@umanitoba.ca) 
 

This project is self-funded by the lead researcher. 
 

Introduction: 
I invite you to take part in a research study being conducted by Madeline Rae (she/her), who is a 
graduate student at Dalhousie University School of Social Work. The study is called What do 
Professional Practitioners of BDSM Consider as their Best Practices and Codes of Consent? A 
Qualitative Study Investigating the Roles of Consent and Safety in Potentially Cathartic BDSM 
Practice.  
 

Choosing whether or not to take part in this research is entirely your choice and is voluntary. 
There will be no impact on you if you decide not to participate in the research, even if you decide 
to withdraw participation after beginning it. The information below tells you about what is 
involved in the research study, what you will be asked to do, and more specifics about any 
benefit, risk, inconvenience or discomfort that you might experience. You should discuss any 
questions you have about this study with Madeline Rae.  
 

Please ask as many questions as you like by emailing Rae at md944351@dal.ca. 
 

Purpose and Outline of the Research Study: 
This study seeks to amalgamate codes of conduct used by professional BDSM (bondage and 
discipline, domination and submission, sadism and masochism) practitioners across Canada 
and the United States. Data gathered will also include participants’ opinions and perspectives 
on the cathartic and/or healing potentials of BDSM, and how important codes of conduct are to 

mailto:md944351@dal.ca
mailto:catherine.bryan@dal.ca
mailto:neil.mcarthur@umanitoba.ca
mailto:md944351@dal.ca
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achieve this.  
 

Adults (18+), based in Canada or the United States, who self-identify as a “professional” 
practitioner of BDSM, and have spent at least a year in this capacity, will partake in virtual 
qualitative interviews. Professional practitioners of BDSM publicly are more likely to be aware 
of the importance of codes of conduct and the impacts of pathologization and stigmatization. 
These participants do not risk outing themselves as a BDSM community member, as they are 
already public about their practice. It is these practitioners, who specialize in interacting with 
BDSM clients, who will be able to speak to the role of codes of conduct in centering consent, 
safety, and potentially cathartic/healing in BDSM encounters. Given that participant recruitment 
will be done by engaging with pro-BDSM organizations across Canada and the United States, it 
is likely that participants will already be engaged in advocacy efforts around BDSM and have a 
plethora of insights to contribute to these efforts.  
 

Madeline Rae (lead researcher) will be conducting virtual individual qualitative interviews via 
Microsoft Teams (90-120 min in length). The interviews will be informed by the two primary 
research Questions: 
 

1) What do self-identified professional BDSM practitioners consider their codes of conduct 
and best practices, to ensure safety and consent are centered in their BDSM practice? 
 

2) How do these codes of conduct contribute to and/or facilitate healing and catharsis in 
BDSM scenes? 
 

Who Can Take Part in the Research Study: 
 

You are eligible to participate in this study if: 
- You are18 years of age or older (i.e. the age of legal adults in Canada and the United States) 
- You are based out of Canada or the United States 
- You self-identify as a “professional” practitioner of BDSM (this self-definition may vary but 
must include exchanging BDSM services with clients for money or something else of value) 
- You have been involved in the BDSM community for at least one year’s time. 
 

You are not eligible to participate in this study if: 
- You are under 18 years of age 
- You are not based out of Canada or the United States 
- You do not identify as a “professional” practitioner of BDSM 
- You do identify as a “professional” practitioner of BDSM, but you do not exchange BDSM 
services with clients for money or something else of value- You have been involved in the 
BDSM community for less than one year’s time. 
 

Potential participants who believe they are eligible and wish to participate may email the lead 
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researcher at md944351@dal.ca. Rae will schedule a brief phone call, virtual meeting via 
Microsoft Teams, or email exchange to review eligibility screening questions with you. 
What You Will Be Asked to Do:  
If you are in fact eligible, you will be asked to provide some form of evidence to support your 
claim of being a professional practitioner of BDSM. This may be a website, a social media 
profile, a business card, or some other adequate form of evidence. Following this, you will be 
made aware of the honorarium amount offered.  
 

A Microsoft Teams meeting will be scheduled to conduct an individual qualitative interview. 
Interviews will be recorded for transcription and data analysis purposes. Data with any 
identifiable information will be securely stored on encrypted and password-protected files. 
Eligible participants will receive their honorarium via e-transfer for their time following the 
completion of the individual interview. Participants are welcome to complete the interview prior 
to finishing the questions or withdraw their consent entirely and complete the interview at their 
preference. Those who do so will still receive the honorarium.  
 

Interviews may take anywhere from 90-120 minutes (one and a half hours to two hours) to 
complete. They will begin with a few optional demographic questions. Participants will be 
reminded of potential risks, limits of confidentiality (ex. Disclosed harm to a child or elderly 
person), permission to withdraw consent at any time without fear of losing the honorarium, and a 
reminder that resources can be made available if further support is needed. Following this, the 
recording will begin.  
 

During the recorded interview, participants will be asked a series of questions pertaining to the 
research questions. You will be given the option on your consent form to review your 
transcribed interview and make any changes or withdrawals of data using Microsoft track 
changes. Should you choose this option, once you are emailed your transcript, you will have up 
to 10 days to make any changes and return the transcript to the lead researcher (Madeline Rae) 
via email. If you do not make your changes within the allotted 10-day time span, your original 
data will be used and your name will be changed to anonymous. Any and all changes to, or 
withdrawal of, data must be done using Microsoft track changes, or they will not be considered. 
Any and all changes to, or withdrawal of, data must be supported by a brief rationale (ex. “I am 
not comfortable with having this included”; “I meant something different”; “spelling error”; “I 
don’t feel this way anymore”, “private reason”). Any and all changes or withdrawals made 
without a brief rationale to support will not be considered. 
 

Possible Benefits, Risks and Discomforts: 
BDSM community members continue to face discrimination from healthcare workers, mental 
health professionals, legal professionals, and misrepresentation in mainstream media (12)(16). 
Potential risks can be avoided by maintaining confidentiality and participant safety throughout 
the study.  
 

Risk of identifiable information, social discrimination/stigmatization, and legality: 

mailto:md944351@dal.ca
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By recruiting participants who already publicly identify as a professional BDSM practitioner and 
are connected in some way with BDSM advocacy and/or education organizations or individuals, 
it is significantly less likely that any participants will fear being outed as a member of the BDSM 
community. Even so, participants are also welcome to use a pseudonym and remain anonymous 
during data collection and in publication.  
 

Furthermore, no study questions cover topics pertaining to legally ambiguous topics (ex. Sex 
work). While there may be overlaps with sex work, BDSM is not inherently recognized as sex 
work, since it does not require a sexual context (16, p. 4). Participants will not be asked to 
clarify whether they identify as a sex worker.  Participant documents and data will be stored 
digitally on encrypted and password-protected files on the lead researcher’s password-protected 
personal laptop (per Dalhousie’s Protecting Electronically Stored Personally Identifiable 
Research Data policy).  
 

Risk of potentially triggering topics (ex. Consent, sexual assault, safety concerns, abuse): 
Given that this study is investigating the importance of identified and established community 
codes of conduct and best practices in BDSM scenes, discussions around consent and breaches 
of consent may arise during the interviews. Participants will be informed of the interview 
questions prior to it and will be reminded that sensitive topics may arise because of this. 
Participants will be reminded before and throughout the interview that they are not required to 
answer anything they are not comfortable with, without fearing losing their honorarium. 
 

Participants will be given a list of supportive resources prior to the interview (general and 
specific to the participant’s location, should they inform the lead researcher of this); in case they 
need additional support. The lead researcher is trained in trauma intervention, and is able to 
recognize signs of activation and/or disassociation via tone of voice or body language. Should 
the lead researcher observe any of these signs, she will pause the interview to check in with the 
participant. She will not offer therapeutic intervention, but will offer to lead the client through a 
short grounding exercise. She will remind the participant that they are welcome to take a break 
and return to the interview, or finish it. Finally, participants will be encouraged to bring along a 
support person to their interview if it increases their level of comfort. Space will be given at the 
end of the interview for a check-in. 
 

Confidentiality and Data Storage: 
The researchers will use their Dalhousie University credentials for the Microsoft Teams meeting, 
which will ensure that the Teams meeting recordings are securely stored in Canada. During the 
live Teams meeting, audio and video content remains in Canada. After the meeting is complete, 
meeting recordings made by Dalhousie are stored in Canada and are inaccessible to US 
authorities. 
 

Data storage and Retention:  
Data will be stored safely and confidentially in encrypted systems protected by a unique 
password for a minimum of three years. Once your words have been transcribed into a document 
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the recording will be erased. Your quotes and consent forms will be saved for a minimum of 
seven years. 
 

Identifiable Information:  
We may quote you in written works, and you will be able to decide if you would like your name 
connected to your words or if you prefer to use a pseudonym. Instructions will be given prior to 
the start of the interview that will help prevent you from using any identifiable information 
pertaining to others (especially clients). These instructions will include processes about how to 
de-identify information about others. 
 

Publication plans:  
The project will be published and presented as part of the lead researcher’s Master of Social 
Work thesis defence in Spring of 2025. She also plans to present findings at conferences and 
submit findings to a journal for publication. If you would like to receive updates about any study 
publication/presentation, please indicate so via email and you will be updated. 
 

Complaints/ concerns procedure:  
If you have any complaints or concerns please feel free to contact Madeline Rae (lead 
researcher) at md944351@dal.ca. 
 

Duty to Report/Limits of Confidentiality:  
Please note that under the laws of Nova Scotia and the requirements for Canadian Social 
Workers, the lead researcher has a duty to report suspected cases of neglect and/or abuse 
against a child, elder, or vulnerable person, and any directly stated plans to intentionally harm 
(to the point of death) another or oneself.  
 

These limits of confidentiality are based on the Canadian Association of Social Workers Codes 
of Ethics as amended for the Nova Scotia Association of Social Workers. These state that “the 
general expectation that social workers will keep information confidential does not apply when 
disclosure is necessary to prevent serious, foreseeable and imminent harm to a client or others” 
(2008, s. 5, p. 10).  
 

It is important to note that consensual BDSM activity between legal adults, especially when 
taking BDSM codes of conduct into account, is not the type of “harm” specified in the 
CASW codes of ethics. The lead researcher defines “consent” as the Criminal Code of 
Canada does, in section 273.1.  
 

This is advisable for research that may inadvertently cause such disclosures to be made, and it is 
imperative for research that specifically deals with issues of sexual or child abuse, or abuse of 
adults in need of protection. 
 

If You Decide to Stop Participating: 

mailto:md944351@dal.ca
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/c-46/section-273.1.html
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/c-46/section-273.1.html
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You have the right to withdraw from voluntary participation in this study at any time. 
 

In order to receive the honorarium, you must have shown an intention to participate in the 
scheduled individual interview. You do not need to complete the interview. You may also 
withdraw your consent for your data to be used in the publication of this study after the study, up 
until the date that data analysis is finished. You may withdraw your consent for your name to be 
associated with your data up until the date of publishing/presenting (after this it becomes 
increasingly difficult/impossible to remove or change the published data). 
 

If you have any ethical concerns about your participation in this research, you may also 
contact Research Ethics, Dalhousie University at (902) 494-3423, or email: ethics@dal.ca 
REB #2024-747 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:ethics@dal.ca
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Appendix #3. Interview Questions  

Demographic Questions (optional):  

1. What is your gender identity?  

2. What is your sexual orientation?  

3. What is your age?  

4. What is your nationality (country of citizenship)?  

5. What is your race/ethnicity?  

6. What is your highest level of education?  

7. How long have you been a BDSM community member?  

8. Have you experienced discrimination as a BDSM community member? [Yes or No]  

Research question one: What do self-identified professional BDSM practitioners consider 
their codes of conduct and best practices, to ensure safety and consent are centered in their 
BDSM practice?  

Interview questions:  

1. Please describe how you center safety and consent in your BDSM practice  

2. Do you use a specific, community-established code of conduct in your practice?  

3. What are your opinions on some of the existing codes of conduct within the BDSM 
community?  

4. Please share what your experience has been using your best practices, and why these are 
important to your BDSM practice  

5. What do you want society to better understand about the BDSM community?  

Research question two: How do these codes of conduct contribute to and/or facilitate 
healing and catharsis in BDSM scenes?  

Interview questions:  

1. Do you think that some people in the BDSM community find their BDSM practice to be 
cathartic or healing?  

2. How would you define catharsis and/or healing?  
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3. Are you familiar with the growing body of empirical scholarship around the 
healing/cathartic/therapeutic potentials of BDSM? Do you agree or disagree with this potential, 
based on your professional experience within this community?  

4. [Define subversion, ritual, and performance]  

1. Are any of these terms familiar to you?  

2. After hearing these terms explained, have you observed any of them in your BDSM  
 practice?  

5. Please share any other opinions you may have on the cathartic/healing potential of BDSM 
Ethics submission (prospective research)  

6. Thinking back to section one of the interview, do you think best practices and codes of 
conduct are important/necessary/essential in order to experience healing/catharsis within BDSM 
scenes? 

[Question added after 1st interview: What are your opinions about media portrayals of BDSM?] 

[Question cut after first few interviews: How would you define catharsis / healing?] 
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Appendix #4: REB Letter of Approval 
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Appendix #5: Image Use Permission – Duke University Press (Figure 1) 
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Appendix #6: Image Credits 

Figure 1 - “The Sex Hierarchy” Diagram by Gayle S. Rubin, in “Thinking Sex: Notes for a 
Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in Deviations: A Gayle Rubin Reader, ed. Gayle S. 
Rubin, pp. 137-181. Copyright 2012, Gayle Rubin. All rights reserved. Republished by 
permission of the copyright holder, and the Publisher. www.dukeupress.edu. DUP-RP-5915. 
Permission letter attached in appendix #5.  

Figure 2, Figure 3 - “The Ecstasy of Saint Theresa, by Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Church of Santa 
Maria della Vittoria, Rome” by Gian Lorenzo Bernini, posted by unknown, is licensed under CC 
BY-SA 4.0. Sourced from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecstasy_of_Saint_Teresa#/media/File:Ecstasy_of_Saint_Teresa_Se
ptember_2015-2a.jpg 

Figure 6 - “Naka Akira's show at Toubaku features a half naked woman suspended upside down 
using intricate rope bondage. Such techniques are regularly used to restrain a person in 
uncomfortable positions.” Photo by unknown, is licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0. Sourced from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_bondage#/media/File:Kinbaku_show_by_Naka_Akira_at
_Toubaku,_Tokyo,_Japan.jpg 

Figure 7 - “So You Say Your Kink Is Not Political” by Karada House. Image licensed under CC 
BY-ND (attributions, no derivatives). Sourced from https://karada-house.de/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/KinkIsPolitical_Din.pdf  

Figure 8 - “Danger's BDSM leather beaded fetish masks on exhibit at the Winnipeg Art Gallery” 
by Rob Swystun, licensed under CC BY 2.0, sourced from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dayna_Danger#/media/File:Art_at_the_Winnipeg_Art_Gallery_in
_Winnipeg,_Manitoba,_Canada._Artist_Dayna_Danger._Name_of_the_piece_Kandace%27s_M
ask,_Danger%27s_Mask,_Adrienne%27s_Mask._(36591702524).jpg 

Figure 9 - Personal photo [cropped] of Kent Monkman’s Miss Chief’s Praying Hands (Black) - 
2016 on the left, and Miss Chief’s Praying Hands (Red) - 2016 on the right. Photo taken by 
Stephanie Poruchnyk-Butler at the Winnipeg Art Gallery (2020). Personal permission granted for 
use in the publication of this thesis.  
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