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In this essay, Shaun Miller explains some basic concepts of BDSM (Bondage,
Discipline, and Sadomasochism), and responds to two important objections to’
it—that its practitioners suffer from mental disorders (the medical objection) and
that they have morally defective characters because they have morally compro-
mised sexual desires (the ethical objection). Miller argues that BDSM partici-
pants suffer from no mental disorders and that their sexual desires for, say,
domination or submission are crucially different from such desires in ordinary
life, the latter of which are truly morally compromised. Finally, Miller argues
that because BDSM desires and practices are looked down upon by society,
BDSM participants have to constantly understand them, explore them, and
justify them. These activities, he contends, might make for a richer and more
interesting life.
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Sadomasochism —shortened as BDSM, or “kink”—has gained huge
prominence in our cultural imagination. We can see it represented
through the media, such as the popular book and movie Fifty Shades of
Grey. As the stigma has fallen, the participation (or at least the admission
of participation) has risen. Still, there is no full acceptance of BDSM for
various reasons. Objections focus on whether BDSM is a psychological
disorder, and on whether BDSM is ethical. This essay explains and ad-
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dresses these major issues. I show that BDSM is not a psychological disor-
der, that having BDSM desires does not reflect badly on one’s character,

and that BDSM can help one flourish if done in the right way.

WHAT IS BDSM?

BDSM is a multifaceted paraphilia of sexuality. Indeed, it is so multifac-
eted that it is hard to give a definition of “BDSM,” though we can charac-
terize it. The popular representation is that BDSM focuses on pain, but
the major component is the consensual exchange of power. For a while,
“S&M” was considered the go-to phrase, but now “BDSM” is the umbrel-
la term for any power exchange in sexual relations. The acronym is made
of three sets of terms. “BD” stands for “Bondage and Discipline.” Acts of
bondage include restraining the partner(s) with ropes, handcuffs, or oth-
er grapplings that restrict the hands or feet to certain positions. Acts of
discipline include spankings or whippings through hands, paddles, or
light leather whips. “D/s” stands for “Dominance and Submission.” Since
the one who dominates has the power, the submissive follows his or her
“orders” —hence the “s” is lower case. Dominance is being in control and
being the “top.” Submission is the one being controlled and being the
“bottom.” Finally, “SM” stands for “sadomasochism.” Sadism is getting
pleasure by inflicting pain on a partner. Masochism is getting pleasure by
receiving pain from a partner.

BDSM practitioners use two phrases to differentiate BDSM from
abuse: “Safe, Sane, and Consensual” (abbreviated as “SSC”) and “risk-
aware consensual kink” (“RACK”). While both focus on the consent be-
hind the activity, they also emphasize that the activities are essentially
risky but the participants are of sound mind (“sane”) to understand and
consent to the risk.

Finally, BDSM participants “play” various scenarios called “scenes”
during which a power exchange occurs. Joanna Zaslow gives a good
description:

In BDSM relationships, all activities and partnerships must be negotiat-
ed before they take place. This means that individuals must negotiate
what their limitations are, what they are comfortable participating in
and what signs or signals they will give when these limits have been
crossed (these are known as “safe words”). Most important, the Mas-
ter/slave relationship requires a contract between individual partic-
pants. This contract lays out the requirements and responsibilities for

both parties, and also allows room for participants to negotiate how
they will end the relationship, if need be.!

Participants negotiate what the scene entails and its limits. The scene
ends when the activity is over, or when the partner (typically the recipi-
ent) says the safeword —a specific word to let the partner know that the
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intensity must be toned down or the scene must end. Because sometimes
“stop” or “no” are part of the play, participants use words irrelevant to
the role play to mean “stop” (e.g., “red”) and “slow down” or “check in”
(e.g., “yellow”).

Suppose that a couple agrees that one of them be tied up in bed
during sex. Once the scene is over, the power exchange is over. The
restrained partner is untied. If, however, the person remains tied up
when the scene is over, the power exchange is no longer consensual, so
the act is closer to abuse or assault. The scene is set up such that all the
participants negotiate it beforehand and consent to and desire it. There-
fore, we can say that BDSM is neither assault nor abuse, and we can agree
on the following basic claim that grounds the rest of this essay’s discus-
sion: BDSM sexual scenes are ones to which the participants consent and
desire, no matter whether the scene is taboo, involves pain, or involves
the exchange of power.

There have been various objections to BDSM. I will discuss two main
ones, the medical objection and the moral objection. I will show that they

are not convincing.

THE MEDICAL OBJECTION

BDSM has historically been seen as a neurosis or a mental illness. Consid-
er Fifty Shades of Grey, a best-selling book that has helped popularize
BDSM and “kink” behavior. The narrator is Anastasia Steele, who asks
the title character, Christian Grey, why he does not want to be intimate:

“Why don’t you like to be touched?” I whisper, staring up into soft

gray eyes.
“Because I'm fifty shades of fucked up, Anastasia.”2

Christian Grey is depicted as carrying a lot of emotional baggage. His
mother was a prostitute, and both she and young Christian were abused.
After she committed suicide, Christian had to live with a foster family for
several months and was later introduced to sex by his mother’s female
friends. Not only did he lose his virginity, but he was also part of a BDSM
relationship in which he played the sub. This background is meant to
suggest that these experiences shaped Grey’s attitude about relationships
and sexuality, and especially his interest in BDSM. The overall message is
that BDSM practitioners have psychological and emotional issues.

Is this true? J. Roger Lee gives two reasons in support of this belief,
which I will call the “natural function reason” and the “medical reason.”
Let’s start with the natural function reason.

According to Lee, “The administration of pain, its infliction and its
enjoyment, have little to no function in” the “natural set of drives called
“human sexuality,”” which, on his view, promotes important goods, such
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as bonding with one’s partner, emotional support, pleasure, and possibly
repr.oduction.3 Because BDSM often involves the enjoyment of the ad-
mqnstration and reception of pain, BDSM does not promote such goods.
This is because pain distracts one “from access to desires and tendencies
the working through of which is sexuality.”4 To Lee, pain and sexuality
are incompatible. This makes superficial sense: if sex is essentially about
pleasure, then pain should not be part of it.

However, BDSM, including sadomasochism, can achieve the goods
that Lee lists: BDSM can help the participants bond with each other, and
it can provide them with emotional support and pleasure.® For example,
suppose that A and B engage in a flogging scene. Both of them receive
pleasure from the activity and feel a strong connection toward each other.
Both of them can bond during the experience, especially since the giving
and receiving of pleasure (albeit in this case through pain) can bond two
people to each other, and especially since sadomasochistic encounters
require a lot of trust between the participants, and trust is an agent of
human bonding. If sadomasochism can do this, then it and other BDSM
activities fulfill the goods that Lee asks for.

Let us now attend to the medical reason. Lee believes that sadoma-
sochistic people have developed Narcissistic Personality Disorder. But
this is a problem, according to him, because “[i]f one has developed a
personality structure in which the narcissistic, sadomasochistic aware-
ness of pain is central to the sense one has of one’s self at its full, intense,
most excellent functioning, then the all-consuming intensity of feeling
and drive that come with sexuality and sexual activity will feel off, not
right, unacceptably disconcerting without a phenomenology of pain as a
component part.”é And if the sex feels off if one does not feel pain, then
the “narcissist . . . is made unable to make an objective good —knowledge
of herself and of her place in the world —be good-for-her.”7 Lee con-
cludes that narcissistic actions, which to him, as we have seen, include
some BDSM activities, do not constitute aspects of leading a good and
happy life.8 BDSM practitioners then, or at least those who practice sa-
domasochism, are not leading as well and as happy lives as they could.

Why believe that sadists and masochists are narcissists? A child may
develop Narcissistic Personality Disorder when the child fails to develop
its own sense of self from other objects, which can be caused by child
abuse or neglect. Thus, the narcissist remains in a state of undeveloped
ego and remains in a state of self-centeredness. Masochists believe that
the pain they receive is what they deserve, and sadists believe that they
teach others the “true” nature of existence, which is painful. The top
demands attention to be in charge of the scene to make sure the bottom
feels the pain; the bottom is at the center of attention because the scene is
based on what the bottom feels. Both the sadist and the masochist thus
replay their themes in a sexual and narcissistic encounter where they
both give and receive pain, respectively. Lee argues that this is based on a
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match. It seems then that consent is sufficient for the permissibility of the
activity.
However, BDSM might be problematic despite the consent. The criti-
cism goes as follows. It seems that the desires involved in BDSM are
problematic because of the kinds of desires they are. Desiring to inflict
pain on someone else, or, WOrIS€, desiring to participate in a scene in
which one is the master of another or one is the slave of another is surely
troubling. This is especially so when those desires take on gender (e.g- a
man whipping a woman), racial (e.g., @ white person playing the role of a
master of a black person who plays the role of the slave), and other
roles.!* This objection has a feminist version. Claudia Card writes,

My own approach to sadomasochism initially . . . was the liberal, “sex-
ual preference” approach. . . . My present approach perceives sexual
sadomasochism as enacting . . - roles of dominance and subordinance
that characterize . . . the norms of a patriarchal, misogynist society that
is also riddled with homophobia, racism, anti-Semitism, and other
forms of oppression. On this understanding, sadomasochistic desires
have roots not simply in individual psychologies but in society at large;
they are not mysterious givens but social constructions. The direction
of my ethical concern has shifted, accordingly, more to the process of

their construction than to that of enactment. 15

In addition, Sandra Bartky claims, “[S]adomasochism is one inevitable
expression of women-hating culture. It powerfully reinforces male domi-
nance and female subordination because, by linking these phenomena to
our deepest sexual desires—desires defined by an ideologically tainted
psychology as instinctual —it makes them appear natural. To participate
willingly in this mode of sexuality is to collude in women’s subordina-
tion.” 16
In a liberal society, each individual chooses how to live their life,
based on their view of what the good life is, as long as basic rights are
respected. However, the feminist concern is that society is structured
such that we think that we are living our life based on what we deem
good, but the goods are actually not so. Our desires are thus problematic
because they contain and reflect unethical values, such as misogyny,
homophobia, and racism. BDSM activities are especially worrisome, since
the scenes seem to endorse and reinforce patriarchal values. After all,
BDSM simulates sexual dominance, which is reflective of patriarchy.

As noted, however, the objection need not be couched in feminist
terms or be only about misogyny. Generally speaking, because sexual
desires have content (they are object-oriented or intentional), they tend to
reflect social and cultural values, which are not always good. BDSM par-
ticipants seem to represent or duplicate historically oppressive and op-
pressed positions, such that one person has power over the other in the
scene. Thus, according to this objection, in wanting to play such roles,
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BDSM participants have unethical desires—to want to play the role of a
white master, for example, is to have the desires of white masters, and
this is morally unhealthy to say the least. In short, the worry is that BDSM
desires reflect patriarchal and other unwholesome values, so are unethi-
cal; they indicate that the person who has them is not as good a person as
they could be.

To assess this argument, let'’s use BDSM taboo role play as a case
study, as it tends to be the type of BDSM activity of which many are
suspicious. In taboo role play the participants play roles such as male
dom/female sub (problematic because women submitting to men is para-
digmatic of patriarchy); master/slave role play (particularly when the
“slave” is of African descent and the “master” is white); Nazi/Jew role
play (particularly when the sub is of Jewish descent); and rape fantasies,
to give a few examples. The defender of BDSM must show that having
and enjoying such desires is not necessarily unethical.

Consider male dom/female sub and white master/black slave role
play. If the dom is a closeted racist or secretly wants to rape women and
uses BDSM scenes as an outlet for his desires, then his character is vi-
cious. This would make him morally unsound.!” As for the sub, if she
internalizes the racism or misogyny—if she accepts racist or sexist atti-
tudes against her own race or sex—then there is also a problem.

However, BDSM participants’ desires are not “real” in the usual
sense, and the participants usually understand that even if they are using
an injustice as the background to or as part of their play, they do not
endorse the actual injustice. For comparison, imagine a U.S. Civil War
reenactment. The “play” is set up where the North defeats the South.
Imagine a participant who is on the side of the South but who is not a
racist and who is against any form of racism. He may still participate and
enjoy playing the role for a variety of reasons: he can reenact history, he is
playing a part of an ancestor and wants to tell the ancestor’s story, or he
wants to educate people on exactly how this specific battle went. In short,
recognizing an injustice in history and desiring to act it out does not
mean that one’s desires mirror those of past oppressors, let alone that one
endorses the actual injustice.

We can then see how the context of BDSM is different from that of an
actual injustice. Imagine a white man and a black woman who have
known each other for a long time. They negotiate and discuss a BDSM
scene, which she says she has been narrating in her mind for a while.
During the scene, the man addresses the black woman using racial and
sexual epithets and humiliates and threatens her, even saying that he
owns her. The man uses a flogger to beat her. She breaks character a
couple of times very briefly and tells her partner that he could go a little
harder on the flogging, up to the point where she says “yellow” to signal
that he should not go any further. The scene, say, lasts for one hour, after
which they snuggle against each other and discuss the intensity and rich-
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ness of the scene. After the cuddling, the woman takes a shower while
the man prepares a brief meal so that she can run her errands. When she
gets back from her errands, the man checks in on her to make sure that
she is okay because they had engaged in a physically and psychologically
taxing activity.

Note how the racialized sexual actions do not carry over into the lives
of the partners once the scene is over. This is crucial because it shows that
what the participants experience remains confined to the scene itself,
indicating that the participants’ desires do not infect the rest of their
psyches. The scene is just that—a scene; its context is such that the partici-
pants trust each other and have ongoing communication before, through-
out, and after.

Thus, in addition to consent and communication, there must be what
we might call “good intentions” between the participants. Mollena
Williams-Haas writes that when it comes to these “dark” fantasies, inten-
tion is all important: “The intent of those participating in taboo role play
is not to harm others. Their intent may vary. It can be a reclamation, a re-
creation, an exploration—but it is never a decimation, an obliteration of
the humanity of the people involved. Intent is all-important when diving
into these dark waters.”18 If the intention is to leave someone broken
without any care afterward or to simply be cruel, there is a problem. The
dom respects the limits of the scene.”

The idea that the racialized actions do not carry over into the rest of
the participants’ lives is crucial because it indicates an essential dissimi-
larity between racist or sexist desires and desires in the context of BDSM:
the desires are not the same, neither conceptually nor psychologically.
Conceptually, it is possible for someone to desire whipping a black wom-
an but not to desire to whip her in a BDSM context; indeed, such a
context might be weird to the genuine racist. It is possible for someone to
fantasize about raping women but not fantasize about raping women in a
BDSM scene; the BDSM scene might be a turn-off for him. The converse is
true: someone desiring to whip a black woman in a BDSM context may
not desire to whip a black woman in general, and someone fantasizing
about raping women in a BDSM context may not desire to rape women in
general. We can see that, logically, they are not the same. There is no
transference from one desire to the other. What about psychologically? If
Williams-Haas’s white partner desires to whip Williams-Haas and he
gets sexual satisfaction from this, he may not be satisfied by whipping
another black woman. He might even be repulsed by it. The same could
be said about rape fantasies in and outside a BDSM context. The desires
are thus not the same, neither conceptually nor psychologically.

The white man who fantasizes about whipping black women will
have “the-desire-to-whip-black-women” and the aim behind that desire
is perhaps power, dominance, or racial superiority. The white man fanta-
sizing about whipping black women in a BDSM context has “the-desire-
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to-whip-black-women-in-BDSM-scenes” and the aim is to increase both
his and the black woman'’s pleasure. A real racist has the belief that
people of color are inferior, but a BDSM practitioner need not, and only
acts during a scene as if he does. When the scene is over, he retains the
belief that people of all races are equal.? Think of actors who prefer and
enjoy playing villains: they can embody that character through an intense
imaginary state, but it does not mean that they are villains in general.
Something similar occurs with BDSM practitioners.

If the objection is correct, then a BDSM scene is not fantasy or simula-
tion of domination—it is domination because the desires of the partici-
pants make the interaction between them so. The black woman would
therefore be complicit in her own oppression because she permitted and
relished being dominated by a white man, and the white man is also
complicit in the domination. As we have seen, however, the context alerts
us that the desires are not really racist or sexist. What we have is a
superficial structure of domination. We can then see that changing the
context could spell the difference between replicating or endorsing an
injustice and merely enjoying its simulation. The context is playful —it is
asimulation?! or make-believe.?

BDSM desires are morally permissible as long as they are had in the
right way: among other things (e.g., not consuming one’s life), the desires
must be for “play” rather than real domination, submission. Is it then
possible that BDSM practitioners lead a well-lived, flourishing life? I turn
to that in the next section.

BDSM AND FLOURISHING

In the previous section, I have considered the moral objection to BDSM
that BDSM desires are unethical. However, there is a way to not only
defend BDSM from objections but also show that it can be enriching, even
helping one lead a flourishing life.

Having kink desires does not automatically make BDSM practitioners
vicious people. If the reply to the objection in the previous section is
correct, then having BDSM desires is compatible with having a good
character. Moreover, acting on BDSM desires is normally confined to
specific scenes, which means that BDSM is not a life-consuming activ-
ity.2 Thus, BDSM practitioners are no different in this respect from other
people. The BDSM “lifestyle” is no obstacle to having a good character or
to other necessary goods in a human life, two things that are necessary, at
least on an Aristotelian or neo-Aristotelian view for a good life.

We must also keep in mind that, normally, the inability to satisfy
sexual desires, at least on occasion, can render a life frustrating. Satisfy-
ing sexual desires is a necessary component for leading a good life. Fur-
thermore, BDSM desires are not mere sexual tastes that can be left unful-
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filled without leaving the person frustrated (as long as this is compensat-
ed for by the fulfillment of some other sexual desires). Having BDSM
desires is akin to having a basic sexual orientation, like being ga¥ of
straight, at least in the respect that not being able to act on one’s desires
leaves one frustrated and unhappy. BDSM desires are experienced 25
essential to one’s identity.2* Imagine having sexual attractions and de-
sires but not being able to fulfill them. You could survive, but you would
live a frustrated and difficult life.
I would, therefore, suggest that there are two different kinds of needs
whose fulfillment is crucial for a flourishing life. The first is survival
needs. These are the needs that one has to have in order to survive, such
as food, water, and shelter. Without these needs, we would die, Of be
perpetually in pain and deprivation (if they are fulfilled infrequently)-
The second type of need goes above the minimal standards of survival
These would be “flourishing needs.” These include love, having friends,
a sense of belonging, being part of a community, and sexual fulfillment.
Notice that we can survive without these needs, but we would not live
good lives.

So while not satisfying BDSM desires would not render a life impoS-
sible to live, it would render it difficult. I now want to further suggest
that satisfying BDSM desires may also lead to a feeling of empowerment.
In other words, BDSM can enhance well-being. The main reason is that
because BDSM desires are desires for some sort of power exchange, their
possessors will always have to explore and think about them and about
what it means to have and act on them. This aspect of BDSM desires

allows their possessors to lead non-conventional and thereby richer lives.
Consider friendship as a way to enrich one’s life. Friends often make
activities more enjoyable than normal. I might enjoy swimming at the
beach or watching movies, but doing them with a friend can make them
more enjoyable. This is not only because watching the movie with some-
one else is more enjoyable but also because I enjoy my friend’s reactions
to the movie, and I enjoy his or her reactions to my own reactions to the
movie. Watching a movie with a friend becomes a much more complex
and, because of that, much more enjoyable, activity.?s
Sexual activities are similar. Suppose that Evan and Molly are ac-
quaintances who enjoy having sex with each other. They have sex be-
cause it is sex, but also because it is with each other. Molly enjoys sex with

Evan because it is Evan’s body, and not just any other person’s body. The

same is true of how Evan regards Molly. Furthermore, Evan and Molly

are comfortable with each other and encourage each other to be open
about their sexuality and to pinpoint exactly what they want. Thus, their
sex life is enhanced and improved, which in turn rebounds positively to
their lives in general.

The above is especially true with respect to BDSM sexual activities.

Having BDSM sex with untrustworthy people or, for some reason, un-
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Sympathetic ones, Jeaves the participant’s desires unfulfilled. But having
BDSM sex with a trusted partner allows the participants to explore their
desires, not to mention enjoy acting on them. If Evan and Molly know
tach other well, they begin to trust and get to know what the other’s

intentions are, Suppose Molly presents Evan with an opportunity to do a
BDSM scene for the first time, She has a fantasy of being tied up and
being choked while Evan is penetrating her. She has never done this with
anyone, but she feels comfortable enough with Evan to explore this with
him, Evan, becayse he knows Molly well, wants to help her fulfill this
desire. They ta]k through the scene and plan out the details carefully.
Although Evan and Molly find the scene fulfilling, Molly thought it was
'0 much; yet she enjoyed it just enough to want to do it again and
®Xplore her desires more. Sometime later, they do the scene again. This
tu?‘e' however, Molly asks Evan to ease up on the choking. Evan com-
Plies and Molly enjoys the scene even more. After discussing it, it turns
out that Molly did not want choking per se but simply some pressure
around her neck to simulate choking. They may engage in the scene
Multiple times with a better understanding of their desires and can fulfill
€M at a heightened level.

The above example suggests that individuals with taboo desires often
hanE to understang them, think about them, and figure out whether they
are justified to act on, and whether the mere having of them reflects badly
ON their character, including, of course, the importance of consent to what
mey do. Going back to race play or rape fantasies, the people involved

k: Y actually be more self-aware of their desires because they not only
oW that they are fringe desires but also know that the political bac!<-
oP p(,)SSibIY makes those desires troublesome. Thus, they are more In
> With their desires and may have a richer understanding of how
PrO.blematic they could potentially be. By justifying the permissibility of
St desires, ang by acting on them in the face of social taboos, BDSM
f;actlhOHers lead complex lives—intellectually, emotionally, psychologi-

Y, and sexually,
other Way to enhance well-being is to be authentic. Much has bee'n

n on authenticity, but, roughly, being authentic means that'one s
1S and thoughts express who one is (in general, not necessarily on
Y Occasion); they flow from and reflect one’s character and personal-

to bSeu Ppose Samantha is gay and desires to be with a woman but dec1de§
she nquth 4 man because of social taboos against lesbianism. A}thm;g 1
alierlatlght feel good because she adheres to social norms, she might fee
dates o because of not acting on her genuine desires. Samantha later
She wal yoman and slowly begins to enjoy it despite the social taboos.
““derotl‘l ld feel empowered because of acting on her genuine desires. By
ds anding the truth about herself along with support from others,
€velops confidence in her sexual and relationship needs. And by
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doing what she genuinely wants to do, Samantha feels more in contro] of
her life, more self-directed, and can develop and hone exactly what she
desires in relationships, intimacy, and sex. By being sexually and emo-
tionally authentic, her well-being is enhanced.26

The same is true were Samantha to have BDSM desires. Fulfilling
these desires enhances her well-being because she is being authentic in
doing so. This is especially true in societies that consider BDSM activities
taboo or perverted. Engaging in BDSM in the face of social disapproval
helps one have self-direction, control, power, and confidence in one’s
self. Thus, engaging in BDSM is empowering and therefore enriching. It
helps one live better.

Of course, a time might come when the social disapproval goes away,
in which case the taboo aspects of BDSM would cease to be as challeng-
ing. But the prospect of social taboos fully going away seems low, be-
cause as long as desires are sexual and involve power exchanges, pain, or
what is considered bizarre, society will likely always, to some extent at
least, frown upon such desires. Thus, practitioners of BDSM are likely to
always find themselves in the interesting position of having to struggle
with their desires but with the effect of leading richer lives.

To sum up, because BDSM practitioners do not follow the norm, they
need to reflect more than usual on their desires, their justification, and the
permissibility of acting on them, thereby leading richer and more inter-
esting lives, at least in these aspects. Moreover, acting on their BDSM
desires allows them to be in harmony with themselves, to Jead an authen-
tic life in the face of social taboos. Leading an authentic life is certainly

one way to enhance one’s well-being.”

CONCLUSION

I aimed to show that BDSM desires need not be ethically or psychologi-
cally defective, and that satisfying and acting on them can actually en-
hance the practitioners’ well-being. I argued that when BDSM desires are
ethically in the clear, when BDSM practitioners feel sexually empowered,
when there is consent, and when the overall lifestyle does not consume
their lives, they are doing BDSM “in the right way.”

However, although the reader may find nothing philosophically trou-
bling about BDSM, they might still find it unattractive or unappealing. So
I want to suggest a notion that has helped me when it comes to others’
sexual needs, desires, preferences, and tastes: Don’t yuck someone’s
yum. What you may find sexually desirable, someone else may find ab-
horrent. Imagine if you wanted to fulfill an ethically permissible sexual
desire, but someone else found it unappealing, even disgusting. The re-
sponse may be judgmental, but the discouragement can cause stress and
could stifle someone’s sexual curiosity, perhaps even their well-being.
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Nowadays, we do not yuck someone’s gay orientation, desire to have sex
before marriage, or desire to have sexual pleasure for the sake of having
pleasure. In the same way, we should not yuck someone’s BDSM desires,
because shaming someone’s sexual desires could not only stifle sexual

curiosity but also affect one’s well-being.28
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. There are many BDSM scenes in which the participants do not
touch each other in any usual sexual sense (e.g., when a dominatrix
only whips someone). In what sense, then, can we call BDSM
scenes sexual, as Miller does? If we cannot describe all such scenes
as sexual, why include an essay on BDSM in this book? (Read
Greta Christiana’s “Are We Having Sex Now, Or What?” in this
volume for some of the complications of what makes an activity
sexual.)

2. Miller claims that “the major component [of BDSM activity] is the
consensual exchange of power,” not pain. Think of examples of
BDSM scenes that contain the wielding of power but not pain. Why
does Miller use “exchange” in his characterization of BDSM? Is it
necessary?

3. Provide a convincing explanation of how the reception of pain
(even if pain is not part of every BDSM scene) is also pleasurable.
Think of non-BDSM situations that involve physical pain but that
are also deeply pleasurable to those who feel the pain.

4. Consent is crucial for the permissibility of many BDSM activities.
Miller claims that it is consent that converts a boxing match from
being physical assault to being a boxing match. How might he (or
you) reply to the following remark? “No. A boxing match is still
assault, but one to which the parties consent.”

5. Clearly explain Miller’s argument as to why BDSM desires, espe-
cially those that seem to be racist, misogynist, homophobic, and so
forth, are ethically in the clear. Do you find the argument convinc-
ing? Why or why not?

6. Think of examples of negative emotions (e.g., fear and sorrow) that
are enjoyed or that are pleasurable to experience under certain
circumstances (e.g., when on a roller coaster or while watching a
sad fictional movie). Might a defender of the ethically suspicious
desires of BDSM help themselves to such examples to construct a
defense of these desires and how they differ from, say, real racist

desires?
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7. What does the idea of “good intentions” mean exactly in how Mill-

er uses it? Is it possible for a bad person (e.g., a racist, a misogynist)
to use BDSM as a way to act on his desires yet intend no harm to
his submissive? What does this tell us about the use of concepts
such as “intention,” “motive,” and “desire” in this discussion?

. Do BDSM desires have the same place or depth in a person’s char-

acter as a person’s sexual orientation? What reasons do we have for
answering this question positively and reasons for answering it
negatively?

. According to Miller, BDSM practitioners lead challenging or au-

thentic lives (inclusive “or”) that are also enhanced or flourishing
(partly) because of being challenging or authentic. Is this true also
of many members of oppressed groups (poor people, some ethnic
minorities), who lead complex or authentic (inclusive “or,” again)
lives? In what ways, if any, are their lives different from those of

BDSM practitioners?



