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


— Carol Queen, The Leather Daddy and the Femme






It takes courage to enjoy it


The hardcore and the gentle


— Björk
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Intro



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Well, he wasn’t wrong.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Let’s get into it.


Footnotes


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


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

















CHAPTER ONE



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


A genuine foot fetishist, hearing this joke on TV, could easily internalize the following message: My preference is tantamount to deception. The only way I will ever get what I want is through subterfuge, because honesty will only lead to embarrassment and rejection. The more social power this hypothetical fetishist has, the more likely they will pursue an exploitation of that power in order to feel good, because repression only transforms interest into compulsion. There’s a big difference between hot consensual humiliation and a lifetime of being told by communities, institutions, and the media that your desires make you unlovable.






[image: image]








Our modern understanding of fetishism emerged from the field of psychology in the late 1800s. Leaders in what was at the time a new kind of science were striving to understand deviations from sexual norms, in part to distinguish mental health from the broad religious demonization of immorality or even the legal definition of sodomy. As noble as that inquiry may have been, the unfortunate result is a legacy of categorizing certain desires and identities as afflictions to be cured. It turns out that treating consensual sexual interests as psychological disorders is not really any better for society than treating them as sinful or criminal.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Footnotes


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


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


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


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