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minstrel blood 

Sadomasochism 

It's a 
Republican Thing 

"Republicans understand the 

importance of bondage between a 
mother and child." (J. Danforth Quayle) 

During its heyday in the 
Lesbian community, sadomasochism 
reminded me of America's redscare 

during the repressive 1950's. Back then 

Republicans maintained control by 
intimidating the nation into silent 

compliance, much like sado masochists 
used sex and guilt to manipulate 
Lesbians thirty years later. In the 50's 

opposing Democrates publicly 
supported anti-communism just as 

privately dissenting Lesbians felt 

compelled to pay public lip service to 
s/m in the 80's and early 90's. Substitute 

"vanilla," "sex-police,", or my particular 
favorite, "sex-nazi" for "pinko" or 
"commie." 

This is how s/m got to be the 
exclusive Lesbian sex model for young 
or new dykes. But who exempted s/m 
from the thoughtful scrutiny we 
feminists used to apply to everything? 
For one thing, lightweight pundits and 

"sexperts" have been legitimizing 
sadomasochism as "just another" (and 
"cool") sexual practice, but in fact, s/m 
has little to do with sex. Sex serves 

only to glamorize the very 
dominance/submission we feminists are 
on earth to overthrow. 

Feminism moves towards 
wholeness. Sadomasochism fragments, 
and reinforces dissociative behaviors. 
As I see it, s/m has played a major 
role in getting Lesbians off the feminist 
track and back on the patriarchal 
bandwagon. Actually, given the 
overabundance of these images 
everywhere in patriarchy, it would be 

surprising if women did NOT absorb 
and reflect them, especially those 
individuals made particularly vulnerable 

through early sexual abuse. The 

strength of s/m's addictive allure is 

proportional to numbed feelings, but not 

everyone belongs to the "tribe of 
survivors of atrocities frozen in 

childhood", as Carolyn Gage has noted. 
I believe that sex has more to 

do with deeply personal intimacy than 
with public performance or play-acting 
fantasy. So of course I am distressed by 
public displays of aggressive "tops" and 
servile "bottoms" at Lesbian events, 
particularly because not only do they 
present themselves as "sexually 
correct," but also as the single Lesbian 

sexuality worth mentioning. 
To eroticize torture and 

humiliation is bad enough, but far worse 
is the insistance that we all witness re 
enactments of how men have enslaved, 
controlled and punished us for 

millennia. In the midst of women's 

so-called "safe" spaces, unsuspecting 
bystanders have been routinely 
subjected to images of terrifying 
brutality and degradation. An 

involuntary 1990 Michigan 
Festival audience was strafed with s/m 

propaganda from an unmarked low 

flying airplane. Why? 
It was on tour in Texas during 

the early 80's when I first ran across 
the existence of Lesbian 
sadomasochism. I had no clue that we 

Who exempted 
s/m from the 

thoughful 

scrutiny we 

feminists used 

to apply in 

everything? 

engaged in the violent, corrupt legacies 
of the woman-hating Marquis de Sade 
and self-hating von Sacher-Masoch. 

Why, I wondered, would any Lesbian 
feminist deliberately hurt another 
Lesbian or want to be hurt herself? My 
Texan guides who practiced "s&m" (as 
it was called before "slash" replaced 
"and") tried to explain, but I didn't get it. 
I must be missing something. 

It was time to educate myself, 
so I wrenched my mind open and read 
the then brand new book, Coming To 
Power, and whatever else I could find 
on the subject. Everything I learned led 
me back to the inescapable conclusion 
that s&m was even more repulsive and 
un-feminist than I had previously 
thought. 

When questioned, Dykes told 
me that they felt powerful by "pushing 
limits" through s/m. Okay, Lesbians are 

good at "pushing limits". But pain? 
Humiliation? Excuse me, but doesn't 

Patriarchy DEPEND on the ABSENCE 
of these limits? Isn't it MEN who have 

always "pushed" whatever boundaries 
women have labored to construct? We 

gain genuine power resisting our 

brutal conditioning, not by further 

submitting to it; by setting, not erasing, 
those limits. 

One woman told me that s&m 

"play" was how she dealt with 
memories of childhood sexual abuse. 

Okay, I thought, it's a theraputic tool, a 

passing phase on the path to wholeness, 

a way of working through unthinkable 
old trauma. Fine, but then move on! 

I recall one particular West 
Coast Festival where, after gaining 
ground for years, sadomasochists had 

virtually taken over, strutting about in 
their harnesses, whips, chains, big 
knives, and assorted paraphernalia, 
turning work crews into dysfunctional 
families run by a "daddy" who ridiculed 
and bullied whoever was disinclined to 

"play". To require the non-consensual 

participation of the entire crew 

exemplifies the sadomasochistic 
mindfuck for feminists. 

Everyone seemed to be going 
along, especially the Festival authorities 
who pretended s/m was harmless and 

hoped that ignoring it would make it go 
away. But it never does. Instead, it ups 
the ante and provokes increased 
dissociation which in turn produces 
even deeper numbness. 

I sat in on an s/m meeting. 
"What's YOUR position on s/m"? 

challenged a woman wearing a smirk on 
her face and a leather vest over her 

flexing muscles. Her nose was chained 
to her ear. The question was intended to 
intimidate me. She already knew what I 

thought because it was no secret. We 
had both worked at past Michigans, and 
until that moment she and I had enjoyed 
a casual friendship. 

"Well," I answered, meeting 
her eyes and holding them steadily, "the 
more I learn about s/m the more I hate 
it!" 

There was a stunned silence. 

Eyes migrated and bodies shifted. A bit 
of grumbling and they resumed the 
conventional "poor us" rehash of their 
victim status. 

Since sadomasochists had 

clearly assumed control of this Festival 
with no apparent dissent, I was 

surprised to spot a small hand written 
announcement for an impromptu 
gathering to be held for women who 
wanted to discuss the s/m presence. 
This in itself, I felt, was an act of great 
courage and I wondered who the brave 
Lesbians were who would risk the 

public scorn a mere suggestion of 

potential non-support for s/m would 

surely produce. I admired the women 
who had initiated this "nonjudgemental" 
(as the notice said) session, and decided 
to check it out. As I started to make 

my way up to the isolated site, a million 
reasons for turning back raced through 

my mind. I was, I realized with a shock, 
afraid that someone might see me. 

Despite my long experience of holding 
unpopular opinions, as clear as my 
convictions were, and as publicly 
confrontational as my opposition to 
s/m was, I had still bought in to the 

stereotype so successfully perpetrated 
by s/m propaganda, and I had to force 
myself to continue on. 

Fewer than a dozen Lesbians 
sat in a circle on the rock formation, far 
away from the crowds. We introduced 
ourselves and each told, in true 

consciousness-raising fashion, why we 
were there and our thoughts about the 
s/m prevalence at the Festival and in our 
communities. One women after 
another spoke about not wanting to 

. censor any woman, about the 

importance of respecting each one's 

right to make her own choices. 
We each then described our 

impressions, running the gamut from 
political repugnance to personal 
agonizing memories triggered by 
familiar and gruesome sights, familiar 
tales I had heard from scores of women 
in private discussions. Most difficult 
for me had been trying to explain s/m to 
my teenaged daughter at Michigan. 
Why did she need to know about 

incomprehensible cruelty practiced by 
members of a community she had 
learned to trust and love? It disturbed 
and frightened her, and she had no way, 
to understand it "But, why^ Mom? 

Why would anyone want to do that?" 
Women told their stories. 

"Some of my friends are 
sadomasochists. I see how it damages 
and changes them, and I don't feel 
comfortable with them anymore. What 
am I supposed to do?" 

"I'm afraid to say what I think 
to my friends". I feel like a freak 
because I don't like what I'm ̂eing and 
no one else SAYS anything." 

"My father kicked the shit out 
of me when I was a kid! I KNOW what 
those boots mean." 

Each of us had had to overcome 
the brainwashing making us distrust the 

motives of the others, but we were each 

glad we came. Like with all genuine 
cr, we felt strengthened by each other's 
stories and relieved to learn that we 
weren't alone. Or freaks. Feminism 
was alive and I was proud of us. 

I've gotten into a bunch of 
trouble for publicly resisting s/m, much 
like I am now branded "anti-bi" and 

"transphobic" in certain misinformed 
sectors of the larger community of 
queers and sexual minorities with whom 
Lesbians are lumped these days. My 
big mouth, perverse impulse to buck the 
party line and resolute loyalty to women 
has cost me, career-wise. 

But my job, as I see it, is to 

question mindless givens, to stir 

thinking, and encourage women to love 
themselves wholly, not in fragments, 
like sadomasochists. 

Or Republicans. 
bv alix dohkin 
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