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‘Playing’ With Race: BDSM, Race Play, and Whiteness in Kink
Morgan Oddie

Abstract

BDSM (Bondage/Domination/submission/Sadism/Masochism) is often assumed to be
automatically subversive of gender and sexual norms through its non-normative sexual practices.
By deliberately or unintentionally ignoring race, there is considerable risk of the perpetuation of
tacitly racist, neoliberal and hegemonic ideologies about sexuality and intimacy. In this article, I
take up race play as an entry point to the implications of the practices existing at the nexus of
sexuality, gender, race, and class. Specifically, how race play is raced to only include non-white
bodies, as one aspect that reflects the oppressive impact of white supremacy in BDSM. With its
practices of playing with hyperbolic racism, race play confronts notions of disguised racial
superiority, and is, therefore, often a source of discomfort among BDSM practitioners. To
highlight these themes, I examine how some of the markers of BDSM that have drawn from
historical chattel slavery have been de-racialized in the process of neoliberal private desires and
politically correct colourblindness.

Keywords: BDSM, Race, Kink, Bodies, Sex Studies

Introduction
“I do ‘race play” whether or not I want to.” — Mollena Williams'

BDSM (Bondage/Domination/submission/Sadism/Masochism) practices are often perceived to
be subversive to gender and sexual norms.? Although this subversion is not always the case,
there is a perception among many BDSM practitioners, that gendered power dynamics are
something that can be manipulated in play. Despite the fluid treatment of other categorical
identity distinctions, race is often not considered as something that can be played with. By
deliberately or unintentionally ignoring race, there is considerable risk of the perpetuation of
tacitly racist, neoliberal and hegemonic ideologies about sexuality and intimacy. I take up race
play as an entry point to the implications of the practices existing at the nexus of sexuality,
gender, race, and class. However, as the epigraph by Mollena Williams—Black BDSM activist,
educator, and writer—suggests, race play is something that is unavoidable for racialized bodies.
There is privilege in not having to constantly negotiate racial identities or to even address race,
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which is particularly unique to white bodies. The line between fantasy and reality is blurred
when the referent of the historical suffering of people of colour—in particular, Black people—is
used for an other’s pleasure. That is, there are significant symbols of historical chattel slavery
that are drawn on in many BDSM scenarios. I do not intend to simplistically align BDSM and
slavery, as Christina Sharpe warned against,? but instead I examine the intersection of abjected
Blackness and contemporary BDSM through its shared markers with chattel slavery.

As a specific set of play practices, ‘race play’ involves the intentional use of racial
epithets or racist scenarios to help construct or maintain the exchange of power dynamics
between participants. It is considered an edgier and even controversial practice by most BDSM
practitioners because of the emotional labour and risk involved. Race play disallows the
concealment of the presence of unequal racialized relations in BDSM practices precisely because
it draws on real historical and contemporary relations of racism as a tool for constructing power
dynamics. There is a possibility in the space of race play to cause the subtended and constantly
deferred awareness of racial privilege to arise. When white BDSM practitioners participate as if
whiteness is not proactively there, it is exemplary of how whiteness functions by masking,
deferring, and to a certain extent, naturalizing a specific type of racial entitlement to sexuality
and humanity.

This article will examine how race play is raced to only include non-white bodies, as one
aspect that reflects the oppressive impact of white supremacy in BDSM. The characterization of
these practices as limited to certain racial embodiments reinforces the notion of possessive
whiteness as an inherent, but nonracial quality. The privilege of whiteness allows for a choice in
playing with race, whereas the racialized body is unable to escape the ‘reality’ of race. The
constitution of whiteness is predicated on the inescapability of race by Black, Indigenous, and
People of Colour (BIPOC), but these processes function with a simultaneous invisibility and
presumed universality. With its practices of playing with hyperbolic racism, race play confronts
notions of disguised racial superiority, and is, therefore, often a source of discomfort among
BDSM practitioners. To highlight these themes, I examine how some of the markers of BDSM
that have drawn from historical chattel slavery have been de-racialized in the process of
neoliberal private desires and politically correct colourblindness.

Racing Race Play & White Invisibility

As Daisy Hernandez stated in one of the earlier mainstream discussions of race play for
Colorlines, race play is “far from just black and white. It also includes ‘playing out’ Nazi
interrogations of Jews or Latino-on-black racism, and the players can be of any racial
background paired up in a number of ways.”* Yet, most of the examinations of race play in the
North American context—of which, there are notably few—focus on white and Black
practitioners drawing on histories of slavery.> Mollena Williams has drawn particular attention to
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race play through her activism and writing under the former moniker, “The Perverted Negress.”
In an interview with Andrea Plaid for Racialacious, Williams named several examples of race
play that she explained as embracing real or assumed racial identities of participants to
underscore and investigate differences. “You can have the white Master black slave thing. You
can have a tables turned scenario, with a slave seducing the master, blackmailing them. The
“Mandingo” black stud thing. And let us not forget we owned one another.”® Williams went on
to include examples involving Native Americans, Japanese internment, Iraqi prisoner torture,
Sinn Féin interrogation, Indian caste discrimination, North and South Korean division, and Hutu
and Tutsi violence. However, she maintained that at least in the United States, chattel slavery
scenarios are the obvious source of history to draw on for race play scenarios. What is important
to note with these seemingly dissimilar examples is that all the variations are predicated on a
specific racial hierarchy.

When speaking to Black Fuhrer—a Black Dominatrix who has been publicly vocal about
race play’—Ariane Cruz noted that, especially with the predominantly white clientele, the term
“honky” wasn’t seen as racially charged, but as a convenient manner of humiliation that was
only coincidentally rooted in the submissive’s race.® This demonstrates the grounding of race
play in foundations of racism that relies on particular understandings of racial hierarchy. It is also
echoed by Danielle Lindemann’s study on professional dominatrices, who tended not to receive
requests for race play from white clients, while such requests were “relatively common amongst
clients of color.” Cruz concluded, if “calling a white man a honky lacks the same ‘charge’ as
calling a Black woman a nigger, race play’s potentiality for racial subversion is limited,
circumscribed by race and gender, and disciplined by white heteropatriarchy, seemingly a
powerful and stable force both inside and outside the world of fetish.”!* Some BDSM
practitioners insist on the fantastical element of kink and play that articulates a separation of
desire from real-world consequence or political referents. Although Williams has discussed the
potential benefits of race play because of consent and scenario control, she also stated about her
own play, “My vagina isn’t really interested in uplifting the race. What pussy wants is fucked up

stuff, really dark scenarios to test the boundaries and cut with an exnihilating level of danger.”!

In The Erotic Life of Racism, Sharon Patricia Holland underscored the pervasive attempts
to expunge erotic spaces from larger systems of racist violence, and “the erotic, therefore,
touches upon that aspect of racist practice that cannot be accounted for as racist practice.”!? One
source of critical blindness in regard to matters of race is what Toni Morrison argued about the
act of “noticing race,” where “the habit of ignoring race is understood to be a graceful, even
liberal gesture,” and in the climate of critical discourse, “silence and evasion have historically
ruled.”!® However, the ability to not address race and the proclamation of colourblindness are
reliant on and emblematic of racial privilege. Post-racial rhetoric eliminates the
acknowledgement of racial difference as something that contributes to the structure of rights and
privileges. Assumptions of universal whiteness and non-racial possessive categorization write
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the racialized bodies out in favour of the white body. Amber Jamilla Musser argued that in this
process, particularly Black bodies are rendered superfluous, “made irrelevant on the present
discomfort of the white body.”'* In their study of queer and trans BDSM communities, Robin
Bauer commented that in the mixed-race spaces of BDSM dominated by members of the
privileged race, the invisibility of whiteness seems to be a prerequisite for transgressions in other
realms and categories of difference, including gender, sexuality, age, and class. In this regard,
there is a “Tendency among BDSM queers to deemphasize and thus depoliticize race by deracing
historically raced institutions such as slavery, colonialism, or even contemporary racialized

stereotypes.”!>

In what she noted as a disproportionately white community for her fieldwork, Staci
Newmahr described edge play and the processes of consent negotiation with ‘riskier’ practices.
In mentioning race play, Newmahr ultimately names it with incest play, rape scenes, extreme
pain scenes, and “symbolically unethical transgressions, such as hitting in the face (particularly
when man-to-woman).” !¢ When discussing consent, riskiness, policing, and edge development,
Newmahr failed to differentiate these types of play, tie them to larger structural inequalities, or
note the ways in which certain racialized bodies at the intersection of gender and sexuality may
need to negotiate these scenes differently. While not entirely unsurprising given the racial
demographics of Newmabhr’s fieldwork community, her claims to larger applicability in
theorizing kink make the lack of critical insight on racial differentiation notable. In her study of
BDSM community in the San Francisco Bay Area, Margot Weiss also noted that her
interviewees slipped seamlessly between speaking about “black/white race play, Nazi play, rape
play, and incest play” as if they are all related as “forms of play [which] re-encode particularly
loaded, culturally meaningful power inequalities” and address structurally-related traumas.!” The
conflation of the various types of edgy practices works to obfuscate the particular histories and
hierarchies that are being eroticized.

As Vivian Killjoy, BDSM practitioner and blogger argued, the assumptions of
similarities between all types of edge play is inaccessible to Black women (particularly
submissives). The inability to remove her Blackness or the history that accompanies it,
characterizes “every facet of [her] personal play” and there are safety precautions that Black
women must take that white women will likely not have even considered. !® Killjoy went on to
question whether white Dominants automatically empathize with Black submissives in a way
that allows for respect of safe words and hard limits because of the assumptions about Black
bodies being able to endure more pain. She poignantly asked what any of the precautions “mean
when your pain is categorized in a partner’s mind as not the same as theirs?”’!° The unfeeling
Black body is a pervasive myth that continues to be perpetuated by white supremacy and its
cultural representations. In historicizing this harmful assertion, Saidiya Hartman argued that
Blackness became entrenched within the biological index that is saturated with pain. Within the
context of chattel slavery, the picture of suffering presented by abolitionists called for empathy
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based on lengthy and vivid descriptions of the suffering of the Black slave body. As such, pain
provided the “common language of humanity” but also “required that the white body be
positioned in the place of the black body in order to make that suffering visible and
intelligible.”?° Similarly, in her analysis of abolitionist paintings, Christina Sharpe argued that
the advancement of abolitionism was to occur by viewers placing themselves into the scene
through identification with the depicted Black slave, in order to play the Master and “play the
slave a little bit.”?! This replacement of the white body for the Black obliterated the suffering of

the black body and risked “naturalizing the condition of pained embodiment.”??

In his study of Black abjection, Darieck Scott asserted that when members of oppressed
groups take up race play as an enactment of their erotic fantasies, their play includes
identification with the victim and the perpetrator.?? If white practitioners, as the (often
unacknowledged) privileged group, can only identify with/as the perpetrator, this may partially
explain the discomfort of doing or encountering race play.?* This is echoed by Bauer’s account
of the public performance by Black Mistress Mz Dre, entitled “The Black Confederacy,” where
Mz Dre dominated her white submissive, using historical techniques that had been done non-
consensually to Black people in the United States. Bauer noted that the predominantly white
audience of Mz Dre’s performance was uncomfortable with the confrontation of racist history
precisely because they were unable to “experience the reversal Mz Dre offered as a form of
critique, reconciliation or catharsis ... This experience shows that there are still limits to the

parodying potential of BDSM when it comes to race.”?

White guilt that reinforces systemic racism also pervades erotic encounters. Writing in
1991 in one of the first collections of BDSM practitioner accounts, Tina Portillo, a self-identified
SM dyke of colour, indicated, “it surprised [her] that some white leatherdykes didn’t want to
play with [her] unless they were bottoming.”?® As a Black woman, Portillo found herself desired
by the predominantly white leather dyke scene in only a particular way that helped alleviate the
racial discomfort. This alleviation may come from the perception of a power dynamic that
reinforces existing social anti-Black racism. However, these inclinations were more about the
feelings of white practitioners than Portillo’s own desires or agency. She went on to say that race
play can be done “as long as it is mutual and in loving spirit.”?7 In this regard, Cruz asserted that
race play goes beyond typical notions of ‘play’ because of the “unique physical and psychic
labor on behalf of its participants” that exposes the extent to which sexual desire and pleasure are
constructed through social exchanges as products of the mind and body.?® As Williams
emphasized, “Doing race play is HARD [sic]. It isn’t some walk in the fucking park. And finding
people I trust enough to do it with is almost impossible because it is hard, and they are at risk ...
The one thing — the only thing — that separates BDSM from abuse is consent.”?® A refusal of
white practitioners to engage in play, while simultaneously denying the racial referents of BDSM
that will be discussed more thoroughly in the next section of this article, creates a scenario where
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liberal white subjects are able to exercise the privilege to side-step discussions of race through
operationalizing their racial invisibility.

BDSM & Shared Markers with Chattel Slavery

As Anne McClintock noted, the transformation of the industrial economy from slavery to the
wage market coincided with the emergence of European BDSM subculture at the end of the
eighteenth century.’® As such, the transformation of objects that were specifically emblematic of
slavery, like slave-bands and collars, were taken as kinky paraphernalia for erotic relations with
inscribed meanings through understandings of race and gender. By borrowing these, “S/M plays
social power backward, visibly and outrageously staging hierarchy, difference and power, the
irrational, ecstasy, or alienation of the body, placing these ideas at the center of Western
reason.”! Ada Demaj offered an interesting interpretation of this analysis, indicating that, at face
value, the markers of BDSM are a displacement of imperialist slavery onto the erotic realm. But,
she indicated that they may also be interpreted as “a refusal to allow the history of slave labour to
fade into the past — a refusal to forget!”3? In this way, the symbols highlight the unnaturalness of
unequal social power relations because of the necessity of “props and labels to acquire their
force.”3 While this may be true of intentional race play, there is risk of holding history at a
distance with willful ignorance and the silencing of race, despite drawing from that history for
erotic sustenance. However, overt race play is often not supported by BDSM communities.

There have been past issues with the play practices of dungeon owners that sparked
debate in BDSM communities about the ethics of hosting events in those spaces. For example, in
2019, the Women of Drummer event in Montreal was moved after a community member
publicly reported that the intended dungeon, The Triskelion, was managed by a Dominant who
had been identified by some community members as a nazi fetishist.’* Although the space was
being offered for free, the organizer of the event, who was queer, trans, and a person of colour,
opted to move to another space. There have been similar reactions by queer BDSM communities
to dungeons that have hosted ‘slave auction’ events.

In addition to the language of ‘property,” ‘ownership,” ‘Master/slave,” and physical
markers of slavery in terms of bondage, BDSM events sometimes also draw on the space of the
slave auction block. Likely because of the salience of the image, Weiss began her ethnography
on the San Francisco BDSM community with an account of her attendance at a charity slave
auction.?> Weiss recalled an “uncomfortable” scene in which a young, Black woman was
auctioned by her “severe-looking white” Master.3¢ She noted similarities of the scene to a
historical slave auction, where the woman’s genitals were displayed, her collar and leash still
attached, and as her Master proudly espoused her submissive qualities. When discussing the
BDSM slave auction, Katherine McKittrick’s analysis is useful with regards to the meanings and
marketable qualities associated with the slave auction block, as a site of public racial-sexual
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domination and measurable documentation. There is a specific spatial positioning of the objects
of Black bodies for the gaze and assessment of the buyer that allowed for visual demarcation and
attachment of discourses of dispossession and captivity to the flesh.3” This objectification
contributes to the processes of subjection. As Hartman stated, the “black performative is
inextricably linked with the specter of subjection, the torturous display of the captive body, and
the ravishing of the body that is the condition of the other’s pleasure.”*® The moment of sale
reifies the Master’s whiteness as embodied universality and subjectivity, and acts a profitable
and pleasurable economic exchange.

Slave auctions do not entail the actual sale of submissives, but typically give the
successful bidder the opportunity to negotiate mutually consensual play with their ‘purchase.’
However, denying that a slave auction has nothing to do with historical slavery reinforces the
invisibility of whiteness that is seemingly pervasive with many BDSM practices.? The Black
slave/white Master combination described by Weiss likely made the audience uncomfortable for
this reason, as the racialized reminder of chattel slavery enacted by the performance prohibited
the possibility of historical disavowal that was enabled by white participants.*’ Even though
these participants were not necessarily consciously race playing, their racialized bodies depicted
the salient and crucial connection between the racialization of sex and the sexualization of race
that is often ignored.

The ability to perceive the white body as properties capable of owning itself emerged
through these racially contingent forms of property and property rights.*! As racialized bodies
were and continue to be signified through race, whiteness was privileged as unadulterated,
exclusive, and rare. As Ummi Khan argued, whiteness simultaneously functions as an
“unmarked signifier of sexual purity.”*?> By extension, BIPOC bodies automatically possess non-
normative sexuality that writes them into states of abjection through the colonial, white
supremacist gaze, a process that Cruz refers to particularly for Black women as “racial-sexual
alterity.”® Formally BIPOC-only spaces in the forms of caucuses and play parties mark an
increasing awareness and grappling with the racism in white-dominated spaces. Historically,
BDSM communities have often claimed to be insulated from racism because of the emphasis on
fantasy and erotic pleasure, but some dynamics, like the rejection of a space because of rumors
of nazi fetishism described above, seem to signal a shift away from unproductive
colourblindness.

Conclusions

Race play can be a space of forceful encounter with unnoticed racial privilege that brings these
racialized histories and the contemporary impact of white supremacy and colonialism to the
foreground of BDSM. There are dense circuits of meaning that are generated in spaces of
collision between sexual pleasure and racist histories. The invisibility of whiteness and silencing
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of race is confronted with race play, which by extension makes both the performative pleasures
and injuries of race, visible. The choreographies of violence and desire that characterize the
complexities of interracial encounters and their accompanying history are revealed through the
simultaneous processes of racialization and the presumed invisibility of race in erotic spaces.
Moreover, BDSM race play exposes situatedness and implications in racial hierarchies that are
most often silenced through rhetoric of private and individualized pleasure and fantastical
detachment of BDSM from everyday life. Through this analysis, I am not advocating that every
person take up race play as a radical racial political stance, but have treated it as a phenomenon
that is apt to begin an examination of the implications of practices, which exist at the junction of
sexuality, gender, race, and class.

The privileges afforded by whiteness allow choice in entering an arena of playing with
race. Colourblindness allows the fantasy of escape from racism without giving up the material
benefits of whiteness, but race play disallows historical disavowal and calls race/racial difference
to the forefront of the erotic realm.
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