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  INTRODUCTION


  Welcome to The Ultimate Guide to Bondage! I’m Mistress Couple, and I am here to guide you on a journey into the complex and exciting world of erotic bondage. I’d like to tell you a little bit about myself so that you understand my background for writing this book. Like many, I arrived in the world of alternative sexuality through a long journey that involved many twists and turns. I’ve been kinky for my entire life, but it’s hard to say when I first started intentionally seeking out bondage activities. A lot of my decision seems to stem back to my dance training.


  Since the age of sixteen, I have studied ballroom and Latin dance techniques primarily, with some modern and ballet training mixed in. Learning how to control my body and make it move elegantly was a huge endeavor in mentally imposed discipline, and most likely my first erotic encounter with mental bondage. Taking my first steps in dance heels and pointe shoes was a humiliating foray into how debilitating different clothing or costume items could be. When I failed at producing the result that my dance coaches wanted to see (which was frequently), I’d be forced to dance with a broomstick bound to my back like a scarecrow to enforce good posture. Better yet, when my coach really wanted to torture me, I’d be placed in the predicament of trying to balance the broomstick across my arms as I demonstrated the proper ballroom dancing frame. I loved all of it. For me, the discipline, punishment, and pain were almost as delicious as the feeling of floating across the floor at the will of my partner. Yes, ballroom dancing even has elements of leading and following, dominance and submission.


  In college, I continued my studies in dance, but also majored in psychology. I wanted to know not only what felt good in my body, but why it felt that way. I wanted to understand more about the human condition. Though my psychology classes provided a wonderful framework for understanding the science of the mind, bondage followed me to the dance department, and thus I focused most of my time there. One week into my freshman year, in a dance history course, an image of a woman stretching and straining within the confines of a Lycra garment shook me to the core. It was Martha Graham performing her famous ballet Lamentation. The emotion that she expressed, yearning to break through the boundaries that confined her, and bemoaning the bondage of the human condition, spoke to me on a deep, visceral level. Later that year I learned that the Graham company would be doing a summer residency at my school, and that I’d have the privilege of training with them and learning from them firsthand. I remember sitting on the floor of the dance studio with my back pressed against the glass, watching the company perform Night Journey, a ballet based on the Greek tragedy of Oedipus Rex.


  The ballet starts at the moment Jocasta learns that she has mated with her own son, Oedipus, and borne him children. She dances with a piece of rope, twisting and contorting, and indicating that she wants to use the rope to end her life. The ballet then launches into a pas de deux between Jocasta and Oedipus that’s intended to portray a flashback to a previous encounter between the two, using the rope as the primary prop. Throughout the ballet, Jocasta holds Oedipus as she would both a son and lover. In the end, the lovers wrap themselves in the rope, which has come to represent both the umbilical cord and the complicated tangle of their relationship.


  Witnessing this dance was a formative moment in my understanding of bondage. Watching it for the first time, up close, I was riveted. The ballet was created in the late ’40s and I found it hard to believe that such racy subject matter was addressed in plain sight! I also was astounded at Graham’s brilliant use of such a simple prop. That night, I went to Home Depot and bought a piece of rope. I had to know, how did it feel to be wrapped up as the dancers in the ballet were?


  Through a twist of fate that could only be characterized as luck, the curiosity sparked by Graham’s Night Journey ended up guiding me to La Domaine Esemar, the oldest BDSM training château still in existence today. Before BDSM became mainstream and pop culture, there were small households similar to La Domaine scattered all over the world, where people could go to discreetly and privately be trained in the sadomasochistic arts. There, I was carefully ushered into the world of fetish exploration at the hands of Master R, Mistress Collette, and the rest of the La Domaine community, which they referred to as their family. Realizing that there was a great deal I could learn from these people, I offered myself to them as a slave. I wanted to give myself to them completely, and in return, to absorb as much training and insight as my brain and body could handle.


  As it turned out, La Domaine was the perfect place to achieve what I had set out to do. Not just because of the expertise of Master R and Mistress Collette, but because of the vastly different perspectives and approaches I was exposed to at the hands of the other family members. La Domaine was not a place for judgment. Everyone was welcome, and every approach was considered to be valid, as long as the basic tenets of consent and safety were followed. Down in the La Domaine dungeon, I had the honor of being trained, bound, and even suspended by some of the best bondage Masters and Mistresses that the world had to offer.


  Now, it is seven years later. Master R and Mistress Collette have both retired, and somehow, through the strange and complicated journey that life takes one on, I am no longer a slave, but the Head Mistress of the château. Now, it is my pleasure and responsibility to facilitate experiences similar to the ones that enlightened me. Having been on both sides of the rope gives me an amazing inventory of personal experiences to draw upon, and also provides some insight into my name.


  Just as I switched between the roles of leader and follower on the ballroom dance floor, I now also switch roles in the dungeon. My submission informs my dominance, and vice versa. They are two parts of a whole. You know how ballroom dancers often wear numbers on their backs during competition? Thanks to Master R’s astute sense of humor, my full name is actually “Couple Number 69.” That might be more than you’d ever care to know about me.
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  OK, enough about you . . . what about the book?


  Now that we are acquainted, I’ll continue by letting you know: This book aims to be different than your standard Rope 101 book (if you hadn’t yet gathered that by my introduction!). If you picked up this book in hopes of learning to tie rope, well, you’ll find plenty on that topic embedded within (see our chapter on Japanese rope bondage). However, the aim of this book is to be much more expansive and encompassing in addressing bondage in its totality.


  This book aims to guide you on a journey into all realms of bondage, as I endeavor to demonstrate that there is so very much more to the topic than simply rope! From mechanical devices, to costume bondage, to bondage that aims to go beyond simple restraint and engages the participants’ deep intentional connection, there is a lot for us to explore together. By drawing references from both culture and history, I’ll demonstrate that bondage extends far beyond the underground BDSM scene and often is hiding in plain sight!


  It is my deepest hope that there is something for everyone to learn from this book. Whether you are nervously dipping your toes into the world of alternative sexuality for the first time or are an experienced bondage practitioner, there are insights and suggestions in this book that should help you to expand your perception of what bondage is.


  Borrowing a stylistic choice from my favorite BDSM text, Sacred Kink by Lee Harrington, each chapter will include sections to address different areas of interest.1 For the philosophers and psychologically inclined, I have put forth a lot of unique new insights, connecting my personal knowledge of psychology, professional domination, and bondage. For the academics and history buffs, there’s a great deal of material to dive into about the origins of different forms of bondage. The hands-on learners will read about how to select the appropriate tools for a bondage scenario and will be able to put their skills to the test by engaging in the tutorials in each chapter. Most of the tutorials include materials that are household items or can be easily sourced, so you don’t have to wait to get started! Best of all, included at the end of the book are a number of firsthand accounts intended to vicariously transport you into the bondage experiences you just learned about. In order to provide a variety of voices and perspectives for you to consider, many of these essays have been written by bondage mentors, victims, and friends I have had the pleasure of exploring with at La Domaine Esemar.


  Before you get to all that good stuff, you’ll need to start out in Section 1. Section 1 includes terminology and important concepts to consider and is meant to serve as an orientation. Think of this section as a key to the map of the terrain that we will explore together. If you’re new to this world, you’ll definitely want to read these chapters, otherwise you might find yourself lost. If you’re already well versed in BDSM 101, I’d still suggest skimming through, as you might find a new perspective or tool to add to your bag of tricks. There’s also a large section on safety protocols that you’ll want to read to jog your memory.


  Many of the topics in Section 1 are probably a lot heavier than you’d expect for the tone of a how-to book, but it is important to me that you understand that bondage isn’t all fun and games and sex. Yes, it can be that, and I hope that by the end of the book, you are able to enjoy it as such. However, it is also my hope that you are able to engage in it with ideal intent, by understanding the gravity of the endeavor you’re about to embark on and how bondage affects the human condition. Section 1 will do its best to convey this to you.


  In Section 2, we’ll take a journey into ten different realms of bondage: Japanese rope bondage, device bondage, mental bondage, objectification bondage, costume bondage, sensation bondage, fetish bondage, sensory-deprivation bondage, physically stressful bondage, and self-bondage. There is a flow chart that you can use at the end of Section 1, which, based on your answers, will guide you to the chapter in Section 2 that suits your interests or personality the most. If you don’t know where to start, you’re the choose-your-own-adventure type, or you simply cannot wait to dive into your favorite bondage topic, the flow chart will serve as an effective shortcut. That being said, the ten chapters in Section 2 are structured in the order that seems like the most logical path to me, and build off one another in a way that is intended to provide some sort of method to the madness.


  What madness, you ask? For the purposes of organization, it was necessary to label the bondage activities and section them off into different categories. Continuing with our map metaphor, you can think of them as small stops along a train line, each stop leading to a specific destination in terms of end result. In reality, though, bondage activities are not so easy to reduce into bite-size pieces. Oftentimes a single BDSM interaction will include multiple realms of bondage, fused together like the cars of a train. In these types of interactions, there’s really no saying where you’ll end up once you leave the station. Your final destination will be determined by the conductor (giving partner), passengers (receiving partners), weather conditions (mental state of partners), traffic conditions (trauma histories), and a variety of other factors. You’ll be able to see examples of how the different bondage realms meld together in the essays in Section 3. Hopefully, these stories will inspire you to mix and match the skills that you learn in each of the separate realms as you so desire.


  Section 4 will provide a completely new map, to guide you on your next exploration into the world of bondage.


  In addition to an educational adventure, this is intended to be a guided self-exploration. Throughout the book, you will find a recurring theme: the revelation of things that were once hidden or buried deep within the soul. Sometimes, these revelations can be joyous, at other times they can be challenging to process, so I urge you to breathe deeply, proceed slowly, and allow yourself time to process each section. After all, you picked up this book to learn about bondage, and what better way is there to do that than to liberate your own thoughts? Are you ready? Here we go. Prepare yourself for a journey into the complex world of erotic bondage.
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  1 Lee Harrington, Sacred Kink (Lynwood: Mystic Productions LLC, 2009).


  
    SECTION 1:


    Terminology and Important Concepts

  


  CHAPTER


  1


  TERMINOLOGY


  It is important, before we embark on this journey together, to know that we are speaking the same language—both linguistically and conceptually. Here you will find a glossary of terminology that is crucial to exploring the bondage community, and important to know so that we can communicate effectively.


  General Terms


  Vanilla: Vanilla is a term that is used within alternative communities to refer to activities, specifically of the sexual kind, which are socially deemed normal. The term is also used to refer to so-called normal scenarios, such as spending time with family members, working in a profession, or being in public.


  Kinky: Kinky is a term that refers to sexual behaviors that fall outside the socially deemed category of normal. But of course, there is no one way in which to be normal. Each person’s normal is different! That’s what being kinky is all about: going against the grain and embracing parts of your sexuality that are unique. Kink activities can be associated with intercourse-based sex, but they frequently do not venture into the territory of intercourse at all. As opposed to an orgasm, in kinky activities, the experiences of connection, control, and sensation are often seen as end goals. For those who do not experience arousal, it is also possible to engage in kinky activities without a sexual context, with the same end goals in mind. Kinky activities can include bondage, role play, fetish and fantasy exploration, and other alternative expressions of personhood.


  Scene: A scene is where two or more people come together to engage in kinky activities. A scene can refer to a specific occurrence between two people (i.e., “We did a spanking scene together”) or to the community at large (“Are you in the BDSM scene?”).


  Play: Play is a word that is used to refer to the practice of BDSM activities (i.e., “Do you want to play?”). Play partner is used to describe someone with whom you engage in BDSM activities regularly.


  Munch: A munch is a get-together of kinky people at a public location such as a diner or bar. It gives people the opportunity to meet other kinksters and vet potential partners in a safe environment.


  Edge play: Edge play is the thrill seeker’s play preference. It involves pushing boundaries, exploring something challenging, and walking right up to the edge of your personal limits. Typically, edge play involves much more risk than the typical tie-and-tease. Play involving fire, blood, or the potential for psychological or mental damage are often considered to be edge play. A more literal type of edge play involves playing with sharp edges such as knives or other cutting implements. Keeping all of that in mind, edge play is determined entirely by who is playing, since what feels threatening to one person might seem boring to another. It is about finding where your limits are so that you can work to transcend them.


  Power Exchange and BDSM


  The world runs on power dynamics. They are embedded at every level of our society and are fundamental to how we interact with one another, consensually or not. In our day-to-day lives, factors that shouldn’t be at play—factors such as race, age, gender, sex, disability, education, and wealth distribution—have tragically come to dictate these dynamics.


  In BDSM, we aim to rebuild them on our own terms—coming from a place of awareness of these power structures. We aim to create structures of dominance and submission that are not built upon these societal factors, but that start and end with desire and consent.


  That said, this is all but impossible in our society without an awareness of structures that are already in place. Power dynamics are a loaded topic. Trying to enter into a consensual power-exchange dynamic, wherein a partner voluntarily assumes or relinquishes control, can be very difficult without first addressing the position of power or powerlessness you come from within the context of society as a whole.


  If you are white, if you are a man, if you come from a position of wealth, whether you are cognizant of it or not, our society elevates your privilege. It is important to be aware of this, and to check these things as you start to explore consensual power exchange. This process is also sometimes referred to as examining your privilege and will be covered more in the next chapter.


  Power-exchange dynamics do not always denote inequality. In many vanilla relationships, partners negotiate who does the laundry and who pays the bills. Some people feel more comfortable in a 1950s housewife-type role where their partner is the breadwinner and therefore holds more power in the relationship; others prefer more equality in a partnership. As long as the power dynamics within a relationship are put in place with the blessing of both partners, society as a whole considers those relationships to be healthy. In consensual erotic power-exchange dynamics, the same sort of negotiation happens, but is focused more on roles of power within the bedroom or sexual encounters. Beyond the typical negotiation of what sexual positions you want to use or who gets to be “on top” (a position of control) during sex, folks who engage in erotic power-exchange dynamics take a lot of time parsing out their desires in terms of control or lack of control in sexual scenarios. Usually, these desires involve the negotiation of BDSM activities.


  BDSM is a term that is intended to cover the following activities:


  B&D or B/D: Bondage and discipline


  D&S or D/s: Dominance and submission


  S&M or SM: Sadism and masochism


  SM is also used in reference to “sex magick.”


  Many books have been written on all of these topics; as this book focuses on bondage, let us take a moment to explore what exactly that word means.


  Bondage: According to the Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary,2 there are three definitions of the word bondage.


  
    1: tenure or service of a villein, serf, or slave.


    2: a state of being bound usually by compulsion (as of law or mastery): such as


    a: captivity, serfdom


    b: servitude or subjugation to a controlling person or force


    3: sadomasochistic sexual practices involving the physical restraint of one partner.

  


  These first two definitions allude to bondage as something other than the kinky sex fantasies that come to mind when most of us hear the word in modern vernacular. Though we explore it today as a consensual leisure activity, it is important to bear in mind that bondage has a sordid and dark history of nonconsensual imprisonment, and as with power exchange, this is something important to unpack and be cognizant of on our journey.


  Many of today’s consensual bondage activities are evolved from skills that were originally intended to impose involuntary slavery and torture. The reappropriation and reclamation of these same activities into tools for creating closeness, for building bonds between partners, is a demonstration of democracy in action. Through the application of principles like consent, safewords, and aftercare (which you’ll learn about in the next chapter), bondage can be transformed into a safe, enjoyable activity for participants to choose to engage in.


  While on the topic of the definition of bondage: You might think of bondage primarily as a way to keep people from moving, but it is so much more than that.


  To start with, physical restraint is not the only meaningful way to hold someone captive: Mental bondage, costume bondage, objectification, sensory deprivation, etc., can all be mechanisms of restraint and control. Yes, part of bondage is about creating restrictions, but the other part of it is about creating sensations on a spectrum ranging from ethereal sensual floating to sadistic pain. If you were worried that bondage might not be for you because it’s too “forceful,” think again! It can actually be quite gentle and nurturing.


  Discipline: The D in BDSM has multiple meanings; the first of these is discipline. In this context, discipline is the practice of teaching your partner to obey your commands, or to follow the rules that you set. In this sense, discipline is a form of mental restraint—whether the restraint is caused by a fear of punishment or a desire to please, your partner becomes bound by your will.


  In most instances, the binding agent is the former: Discipline tends to mean the use of punishment (physical or otherwise) to correct disobedience. This is inherent in the origins of modern-day BDSM; our roots stem from the gay leather scene that was developed in the 1940s by military veterans.3 In a military organization, (semi-)consensual power dynamics become a codified way of life, as do the forms of discipline and punishment used to enforce them. These were the seeds from which our movement initially grew.


  We all have consensual and nonconsensual experiences with discipline and power. When we slave to the traffic light, obediently waiting out a red light in spite of the absence of cross traffic, that is discipline at work. We may prefer to put the pedal to the metal, but our fear of a punishing ticket or unpleasant encounter with law enforcement restrains us. We often discipline ourselves to work or study for fear of being fired from our jobs or receiving bad grades. Plenty of people have received discipline from their parents in the form of a spanking or being grounded. In erotic contexts, discipline takes on a different form. It is used as a way to enforce control over a sexual situation, and to mold someone into the ideal sexual partner. In many cases, people who engage in consensual BDSM activities enjoy being disciplined. With that in mind, it is also important to acknowledge that because of the trauma-producing nature of nonconsensual discipline, exploring this concept can be very difficult for people who have a history that involves it, and thus it should be handled delicately.


  Dominance: In my opinion, society has a very confused understanding of the qualities that indicate erotic dominance. Typically, a dominant person is seen as loud, brash, or “large and in charge.” That is not dominant; it is domineering. To me, being dominant means being a good leader, and thus contains elements of empathy, respect, and self-awareness. Within the BDSM community, the word Dominant (Dom or Domme for short) is used to refer to people who assume the role of power and control within an ongoing power exchange relationship. Other titles for Dominant partners are Mistress (feminine), Master (masculine), or Mistrix (gender neutral). The title is typically capitalized to denote that role of power (whereas the word submissive is typically lowercase). Those who use a dominant title usually think of themselves as enforcing a constant hierarchy in the relationship. Those who only want to engage in power exchange occasionally, or desire a more casual dynamic between play partners, generally use the title of Top.


  Submission: It is also my opinion that society misconstrues erotic submission. Like with most misconceptions about BDSM, the distinction has to do with consent. Whereas in nonconsensual settings, the act of submission stems from a place of powerlessness or weakness, voluntary submission requires a great deal of strength, both physical and of character. Voluntary submission requires the maturity and self-awareness to recognize the beauty in giving power as a gift to those you deem most worthy of it. As the house motto of La Domaine Esemar states, “It’s not about how much you can take, but how much you can give.” Many people who identify as full-time erotic submissives choose to use the title of “slave.” It is important to acknowledge the fact that the word slave has different connotations based on one’s level of privilege, and therefore it should only be used as a title for those who make a conscious decision to use it.


  For example, as someone with nonconsensual slavery in my family history, I found it to be very empowering to reclaim the word slave as a part of my identity. Within the context of a consensual Master/slave dynamic, it helped me to examine the submissive parts of my personality and realize who deserves my submission and devotion and who does not. That being said, I acknowledge my privilege as a white-passing woman, and understand that the implications of slavery are not the same for me as a Jewish woman as they might be for an African American, or someone with a history of nonconsensual sex trafficking.


  If you’d prefer to avoid using the loaded term slave, other titles include “sub,” “submissive,” “bottom,” or “pet.” Of course, you’re always welcome to make one up that you feel suits you better than these terms, and I encourage you to do so.


  Top/bottom/switch: Within the context of a scene, the top is the person who is in charge. It is the top’s role to initiate activities and physically act upon the bottom. The bottom is the receiver of the action and attention. Topping and bottoming does not necessarily denote a power dynamic between partners; in fact, tops and bottoms typically view themselves to be on an equal playing field within the context of control of the scene. Whereas “topping from the bottom,” or trying to control the experience, is frowned upon in power-exchange dynamics, it is viewed as appropriate when there is no power dynamic between partners. Think of it as guiding your masseuse to the spot that needs the most work, or teaching a new lover about the sensations that your body finds to be pleasurable. Take note, though—if you’re a bottom who is constantly telling your top exactly what to do, you might be a switch, or someone who is inclined toward both roles. Whether someone becomes a top or bottom can change based on a variety of factors including their mood, the partner they’re playing with, or the activity that they are engaging in. Some even people switch roles midscene!


  Sadism/masochism: Sadism and masochism will be addressed in greater detail throughout the book, but for now it is important that you understand that they are words that refer to different causes of arousal. Sadism refers to arousal that is experienced through inflicting pain on someone or watching them be hurt, whereas masochism connotes arousal from experiencing pain. The terms can be used to refer to either physical or emotional pain.


  Subspace/Top-space: The cocktail of chemical neurotransmitters and hormones such as oxytocin, adrenaline, and endorphins that are released in response to BDSM play can cause altered states of mental processing.4 It is difficult to pin down what these headspaces actually entail, as they’re different for everyone depending on a variety of factors, but there are some unifying characteristics among people’s reports. Whereas subspace reportedly feels relaxed, floaty, and even sometimes quite disoriented/ inebriated, top-space is often referred to as “supercharged,” and is accompanied by an overactive mind. Both states of mind are highly sought after by those who engage in BDSM practices, but are approached with the same caution and respect as one would approach other mind-altering substances.


  Sex magic(k): Any type of sexual activity that is used in magical, ritualistic, religious, and spiritual endeavors falls under the umbrella of sex magic(k). The use of the letter k was coined by Aleister Crowley (founder of Thelemic mysticism) to denote a difference between the occult and performance magic. Many sex magick practitioners believe that their bodies are able to transcend physical realities and connect to the universe by engaging in sexual intercourse.5 One of the most widely practiced aspects of sex magic involves visualization of a desired outcome during orgasm.6 Sex magick is commonly associated with BDSM play, not just because the two are often used in conjunction with one another, but also because through deep examination of our relationships to bondage, discipline, dominance, submission, sadism, and masochism, our perceptions of society and reality are transformed.


  Rigger: Rigger is a term that is commonly used within the bondage community to refer to an experienced bondage top. Typically, riggers are people who use rope as their primary bondage tool, and people who have a high level of competency in regards to rope suspension.
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  2 Merriam-Webster, s.v. “Bondage (n.),” accessed October 4, 2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bondage.


  3 GLBTQ Encyclopedia (archive), “Leather Culture,” by Matthew D. Johnson, accessed June 13, 2018, http://www.glbtqarchive.com/ssh/leather_culture_S.pdf.


  4 Ossiana Tepfenhart, “This Is What BDSM Does to Your Brain According to Science,” Rebel Circus (blog), October 5, 2016, http://www.rebelcircus.com/blog/bdsm-brain-according-science/.


  5 Charlotte Szivak, “Sex Magic Alchemy,” Medium (blog), December 16, 2013, https://medium.com/the-divine-o/sex-magic-alchemy-5042d22289c5.


  6 Damon Brand, Adventures in Sex Magick: Control Your Life With the Power of Lust (The Gallery of Magick, 2014), 5.


  CHAPTER


  2


  CONCEPTS


  Now that you are equipped with the knowledge of commonly used bondage terminology, let’s take a look at some concepts that will lead you farther down the path of discovery and closer to achieving your bondage goals.


  Privilege


  Although we touched on this concept a bit while discussing power exchange, I think that it is important to delve deeper into it. Talking about privilege tends to get our backs up and put us on the defensive because of feelings of guilt or the desire to avoid blame. This does nothing to help society progress, and in fact, our own refusal to accept blame sets us back. Realizing that privilege is not always directly caused by our actions, but by the complicity of society as a whole, is an important step toward liberation, and thus I’d like to offer some more thoughts on the topic.


  San Francisco educator and activist Sam Dylan Finch raises the following questions regarding what privilege means:


  Does having privilege mean that you do not struggle or suffer?


  Does having privilege mean that you are a bad person?


  The answer to both is no. He follows with this excellent comment about his own privilege: “It simply means that I gained an unearned advantage, in comparison to other people—by no fault of my own, but rather, because of prejudice.”


  He further explains that, “When someone asks you to ‘check your privilege,’ what they’re really asking you to do is to reflect on the ways that your social status might have given you an advantage—even if you didn’t ask for it or earn it—while their social status might have given them a disadvantage.”7


  If you are choosing to engage in erotic bondage, it is because you have the privilege to do so. It is important to take note that even as you are reading right now, there are folks in this world who are being subjected to bondage in a nonconsensual manner. There are folks who have been incarcerated or have been affected by the incarceration of a family member. There are folks who have a history of nonconsensual bondage in their lineage. Instances where nonconsensual power dynamics are imposed on people are generally considered to be traumatic and often cause long-term effects such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), panic attacks, stress, and anxiety. References to power exchange, consensual or not, might dredge up (or trigger) and exacerbate these conditions. The last thing that you want to do during sexy time is cause unintended emotional distress for your partner, so it is important to be mindful of their history.


  Even if someone has not experienced trauma directly, scientific evidence shows that stress disorders can be passed down through DNA.8 Therefore, if someone has a family history of trauma or nonconsensual power exchange, they are likely to be triggered, similarly to (although typically not as intensely as) someone who experienced a traumatic event during their lifetime. Because this is a fairly recent scientific discovery, many people are confused by their adverse reactions to witnessing consensual BDSM play. Make sure that you thoroughly examine your own trauma history and discuss your partners’ with them, too. Be considerate about the position of power (or powerlessness) from which you approach erotic bondage. You are lucky to have the privilege of freedom to explore this topic, and you should not abuse it.


  Ethics


  Societal views of what values and principles are deemed morally right or wrong are constantly evolving. This is especially true in the world of BDSM, where there is not one unified ethical guideline, but different codes of ethics that morph to meet unique spaces and situations; what makes sense in your private bedroom may not translate to a public party or workshop. Despite this lack of unifying law, there are some important underlying principles for conducting oneself during a bondage scene that will help to keep everyone happy and coming back for more sexy fun time! When engaging in a practice such as bondage, it’s not enough to simply say that you are an ethical person—you must act in accordance with those ethics. In the age of the internet, bondage enthusiasts have formed a virtual network and often ban unethical players from workshops and events. Baseline: Don’t be a jerk! Be humble, too. When you engage in BDSM activities, you are placing your life in someone else’s hands, or taking their life into yours. If you respect your partner’s life, want to behave ethically, and want to try to avoid causing a traumatic event (with the understanding that mistakes do happen), continue reading this chapter and make a pact with yourself to adhere to these guidelines. It will save you and your partners a lot of grief in the future.


  Consent


  The fundamental building block for any relationship or sexual encounter is consent. Securing informed consent from your partner is imperative, whether it is a first encounter or fiftieth-anniversary romp. Never assume that you know what someone else wants to have done to or with their body, as our bodies and states of mind are constantly in flux. Based on the context of our daily lives, being gagged could feel very relaxing on one day and incredibly frustrating the next. The act of erotic bondage inherently creates a power dynamic and deep sense of vulnerability between practitioners, therefore, asking for and receiving consent is an important first step in the trust building that needs to occur each time that you play.


  When asking for consent, you need to make sure that you clearly express what activities you are asking your partner to engage in. Make sure that you get an enthusiastic Yes! from anyone that you ask to participate. When giving consent, make sure that you are fully informed of the risks that are involved in the proposed activity (pay attention—there will be more information about risk aversion and safety in each chapter, as there are different risks associated with different types of bondage). Make sure that you’ve discussed what’s expected to happen, shared concerns that you have, talked about your limits, and then, and only then, enthusiastically agreed to participate. When you ask for or give consent, you should do so willingly, without pressure, coercion, or reservation. It’s important to note that asking for consent from someone who is under the influence of drugs or alcohol is considered to be coercion and should be avoided. Avoiding drugs and alcohol when engaging in bondage is a good general rule, as you will want to be as sharp and alert as possible so that you’re able to communicate effectively.
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