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ABSTRACT

Playing On-Line
Sexual Subjectivity, Gender Play and the Creation of the Dyke SM Fantasy

Katharine Adrienne Setzer

This project explores the intarsection of fantasy and mediation; the erotic
interplay between the dyke SM fantasy, sexual and gender identitty and the
computer mediated communication practices of on-line chatting and email
correspondence. The dyke SM fantasy, when toyed with in cyberspace
produces a multiplicity and fluidity of sexual and gender perspectives and
positionings. Through the creation and play of avatars and alternate personae
within the chatroom space and in emailing, the performative nature of dyke SM
subjectivity and identity(ies) is exposed and becomes erotically available for

sexual/gender interrogations.

The dyke SM fantasy, as a narrative is introduced to set the scene for virtual
travels through the sexually-based chatrooms of AOL and the erotic writing of
emails. Once in cyberspace, a fictional character, the transgender cyborg is
created for theoretical and erotic illustration of the power of such
performances and to stand as a personal emblem for such on-line playings.
Considering this character as an edge-dweller -- existing only in the cyberfray
and in the fantastic -- the multiplicity of sexual and gender identity is further

unveiled.

However, at the end of these travels what emerges is not only pleasingly
productive, but problematic as well. As sites that compose an on-line dyke SM
community, surveillance and monitoring of these sex/gender performances
function to inspire a troubling degree of conformity within the cyber ranks.
These limitations ultimately curb the productive potential of dyke SM play on-

line.
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INTRODUCTION

The “World Report™ section of the May 6, 2000 Globe and Mail carried a small
but omincusly toned article titled “On-Line Sex Addiction at Dangerous Level".

The item went on to describe that:

On-line sex addiction is-a growing epidemic that is tearing partners apart
and creating a dangerous new compuision affecting everyone from
housewives to gay men and corporate executives...The Internet's anonymous
and instant gratification is surprisingly appealing to women, who prefer the
interaction in sex chat rooms to leering at pornographic pictures, experts
said during a seminar on cybersex at a conference of the National Council
on Sexual Addiction and Compulsivity... Research shows that an estimated
15 per cent of Internet users have visited on-line sex chatrooms or

pornographic sites. The numbers were nearly equal for men and women.

A few things can be taken from this article, its effects, and the reaction of my
peers. First, through the wording and general flavour of the piece it is obvious
that cybersex, with its anonymous and instantly gratifying effects, is now a
global pastime, luring in everyone from defenceless housewives to gays to even
the powerful CEO. Secondly, on-line sex has become so problematic as to have
garnered the prestigious character of “sexual addiction” or “compulsion™ and
women are the most intrigued (and addicted?) by this form of sexual
interaction. And finally, according to those nearest to me, | must suffer from

this affliction as well.'

' As | was well entrenched in the writing of this project at the time this
article appeared in the Globe & Mail, interestingly close to 10 of my
friends and colleagues cut out the item and saved it for me.



This thesis seeks to explore this attraction, albeit from an angle certainly not
touched upon by the Globe and Mail. Within these pages | will investigate the
intersection of fantasy and mediation; the erotic interplay between the dyke
SM? fantasy, sexual and gender identity and the computer mediated

communication practices of on-line chatting and email correspondence.

Locating my interrogations within the academic discipline of cultural studies,
and in particular queer studies, my research method in this project is in a way
a “scavenger methodology”, as Judith Halberstam describes in her introduction

to Female Masculinity.

A queer methodology, in a way is a scavenger methodology that uses
different methods to collect and produce information on subjects who have
been deliberately or accidentally excluded from traditional studies of human
behaviour. Queer methodology attempts to combine methods that are often
cast as being at odds with each other and it refuses the academic impulse

towards disciplinary coherence. (13)

? Throughout this thesis | will be using the shorthand "SM" to describe
a set of sexual, social and political practices within lesbianism. SM,
often termed as S/M, or S & M is described by Anne McClintock as a
"sub-culture of organized fetishism. The term S/M thus includes a wide
variety of fetishes: B and D (bondage and discipline), CP (corporeal
punishment) TV (transvestitism), babyism, scat, body piercing, foot
fetishism and so on. These fetishes should be seen as sometimes
overlapping, sometimes distinct sub-genres in a general sub-culture of
collective fetish ritual." (*Maid to Order: Commercial S/M and Gender
Power" In Pamela Church and Roma Gibson (eds.) 1993 Dirty Looks:
Women, Pornography, Power London: British Film Institute, p. 228)
While this definition serves to cover the bases of SM practices, it does
not make a distiction between lesbian, gay or straight SM. | believe
that the forms that SM takes differ greatly between these sexual
identities, though there are less differences between lesbian and gay SM
as the two are often conflated into the the term Queer SM.



Borrowing from the disciplinary traditions of comparative literature,
psychoanalysis, feminist and communication theory, | will position myself and
speak to a dyke SM sexuality; to question its relationship to feminism, queer
theory, and specifically to interrogate and explore the construction of
subjectivities, gender identifications, sexual positionings and perspectives
within the dyke SM fantasy. As well, [ will enter into the realm of technological
mediation, to question how this mediation inspires, recasts and inevitably
alters the flavour and nature of erotic communications to further produce a
multiplicity of subjectivities and a fluidity of sexual positionings and gender
identifications. On-line, this multiplicity and fluidity is attained through the
construction and play of assumed selves within these virtual spaces. And
further, this convergence of technology and fantasy allows for an easy
psychical/sexual connection between the virtual and the fantastic to emerge

through their shared materiality.

This materiality is echoed by Sherry Turkle in her analysis of identity, TinySex

and virtual gender-bending within the world of the Internet. As she states:

Although (these cybersexual interactions) involve other people and are no
longer pure fantasy, they are not 'in the world’. Their boundary status
offers new possibilities. TinySex and virtual gender-bending are part of
the larger story of people using virtual spaces to construct identity.
(1995:226)

While Turkle's work speaks to the more general issues of identity construction

and sexuality as played at and with over the Internet, her words are insightful.



Coupled with a more complex sexual configuration, such as the SM dyke, this
“boundary status” is full of erotic possibilities. Therefore, on this
technological edge -- located somewhere between fantasy and non-fantasy (or
reality) -- it is possible to conceive of an “exercising of the (SM) pervert's
prerogative” (Adams) to not only construct identity, but to create many

identities, many selves, many sexual positionings and perspectives.

The boundary status of communications such as on-line chatting and email
correspondence contribute to the sexual and creative expanses that make up
dyke SM fantasy-space(s). It is at this intersection, where the practice of
fantasy construction converges with an unlimited venue for sexual interaction,
such as the internet, that the multiple nature of subjectivity and identity can fully
be realized and thus explored. Thus, through contemplating these mediated
sites of virtual communication | will address the slippery and elusive qualities of
sexual identity construction, and in particular how it is formed through on-line

interactions.

As my starting point, in Chapter One | explore the discursive terrain of the
written story of dyke SM, the erotic fictitious accounts and narratives which
function to produce the fantasy and fantasy-thinking. As a literary genre, and a
cultural production, dyke SM sex writing tells us much about the styles of sexual
imagining employed within the fantasy, their subcultural impact and
theoretically how they inspire and motivate. Drawing from the work of Pat
Califia and reviewing the seminal anthologies Coming to Power and The

Second Coming what emerges through this fiction is both a need to challenge



the modes of erotic writing while at the same time intentionally confronting
lesbian feminism and its impact on a dyke SM sexual subjectivity and

perspective.

Interestingly, it is this fiction which serves as fodder for theoretical
interrogations of both lesbian sadomasochism and the dyke SM fantasy.
Relying heavily on psychoanalysis, Mandy Merck, Julia Creet and Parveen
Adams unravel the theoretical underpinnings of SM as a sexual practice, a
moral (or ethical) transgression and an emancipatory sexual stance. Through
the work of Sherry Turkle and Judith Butler an analytical thread is formed
between dyke SM as a subjective position and the performativity of gender.
Combining Turkle's analysis of the Internet as an open territory free of
identification and thus potentially potent sexually with Butler's theories of
gender as performance, a perspective emerges which casts the dyke SM
fantasy as sexually productive, theatrically dense and importantly open for

resignification and recontextualization.

Focusing specifically on the virtual world of the chatroom and the computer
mediated communication practice of emailing, in Chapter Two | log on to
examine and explore the erotic locations and possibilities of playing on-line,
touching upon the styles and forms that on-line relationships and interactions
can take and the limitations of such encounters and dalliances. Through the
creation of cyber avatars and alternate sexual/gender personae the potential of
creating multiple and fluid identifications and subjects is almost infinite;

adding erotic fuel to the fire of dyke SM fantasy production while at the same



time imposing curious and surprising restrictions on fantasy-thinkings and
sexual explorations. Taking Butler's theories of gender perfomance and
performativity to task within the space of the chatroom and the communication
practice of emailing | examine the sometimes pleasurable and sometimes highly

problematic virtual reality of sexual subjectivity and genderplay on-line.

And finally, in Chapter Three | offer up a possible figure or emblem for this
cyber-interrogation in the form of the transgender cyborg -- an identity which
encapsulates nicely the problematics and pleasures of playing on-line while it
acknowledges the complexities of gender and sexual subjectivities within both
the cyber and theoretical terrain. Coupling Judith Halberstam's theories of
female masculinity and transgenderism with Donna Haraway's analytical gift of
the cyborg, this figure functions as my theoretical traveler through these cyber
terrains. Although refreshingly utopian in nature, this character is fraught with
complications, through the limitations of the environment in which it seeks to
sexually operate. Conjuring up the metaphors of territories, boundaries and
borders, the on-line community, through its established set of codes, rules and
protocol becomes a space of surveillance and ultimately promotes conformity.
These watched and monitored territories share much with contemporary
lesbian cultural communities, and as such, much the same way as the SM dyke
functions as both a part of and an opposition to those spaces, so too does the

transgender cyborg within the chatroom.

As we become increasingly more reliant and faithful of the promises of on-line

communications -- for our sexual pleasures, our social connections with others



and by extension then our conceptions of ourselves and our place within the
global world -- it is crucial to examine the locations, the productions and the
limitations of such sites of such sociosexual interactions. Specifically, in the
creation of the dyke SM fantasy, these on-line erotic sites have altered the
styles, forms and methods used in constructing, reconstructing and
reconfiguring our desires, our sexual subjectivities and our gender
identifications. With these heady objectives in mind, | enter into the cyber
world, to hopefully address -- if only to tease out -- the implications,

possibilities and ultimately the problematic pleasures at stake in playing on-line.



CHAPTER ONE
SETTING THE DYKE SM SCENE(S)

The SM dyke, as Parveen Adams describes, is a “new sexuality” that is not
organized around a single “paternal phallus” but rather “exercises the pervert’'s
prerogative and constructs... many fetishes, many pleasures, many fantasies,
which she tries on like costumes”. (Merck:1993, 242) This newly open
sexuality, if it does indeed construct and play with a muitiple of fetishes and
fantasies, is most evident within a genre of expression identifiable as
“erotica”, or sex writing and media arts representations. This work can be
seen as the recording of these many fantasies, fetishes and pleasures; telling of

the stories of this reconsidered sexuality and its play of construction.

In keeping with Adams’ notion of many fantasies and many pleasures, the SM
dyke as a sexual subject offers an enticing entry into a creative world of
multiplicity. A multiplicity of subjectivities, of sexual identities and of
positionings which construct, re-construct, inform and re-form the boundaries
(and the construction) of sexual fantasy and fantasy-thinking. As dyke sex
writing and representations explore subject positionings within the SM dyke
fantasy, these acts of naming -- of desires, multiple identities, and
subjectivities -- produce a discourse of both sexuality and subjectivity. This
discourse is political, intellectual and cultural; theories and creative words

circulate and effect (affect) one other at this intersection.



In this chapter | will delve into the discursive arena of dyke SM erotic and
theoretical writing to map out the narrative or the story of the dyke SM fantasy
as it has historically been constructed over (albeit a relatively short period of)
time. By laying out the fictional framework and theoretical paradigm(s) within
which the SM fantasy circulates, thematic preoccupations emerge; uncovering
sexual and gender styles, trends and issues focal to the development of these
literary forms over the last decade, and the media arts representations inspired
by or inspiring such productions. As a body of work which reflects the cuitural
transitions and theoretical evolutions within the sphere of (North American)
dyke SM sociosexual communities, these avenues of discourse are both
distinct from one another and absolutely intertwined; producing not a
straightforward trajectory but an intricate web of voices, theories and

representations of the dyke SM fantasy.

It is important to state at the beginning of this investigation that such a body
of expression develops through parallel, rather than tangential (or isolated)
productions within the spheres of academic inquiry, creative fiction and media
arts (film/video) representations. New ideas and new representations are not
created in vacuums, and as in any evolution, each new tale builds upon the
previous one; influencing and inspiring twists and turns in the growth of such
narratives of dyke SM sexualities and identities. It is possible then, to consider
this relatively new body of work a “genre” and as such to recognize a
demarcation of styles, conventions and modes of expression and

representation of such sexual and social productions.



As with any described genre, dyke sex writings (fictional and intellectual) and
film/video representations can differ greatly from one another; producing a
related group of expressive productions which is not homogeneous by any
stretch, but rather is fraught with contradictions and conflictions. As well,
over time, not only can identifiable modes of expression and stylistic
similarities be noticed, but evolutionary developments in themes or subjects
adressed become evident. Over the course of my three year investigation,
such evolutions within this genre can be seen to reflect similar discourses
within queer cultural communities. These changes, or developments as
represented through the dyke SM narrative mirror what have been shifts or
variances in discourse in the late nineties from works discussing issues of
sexual identity (practice) to those of gender identity and its relationships to

sexuality, in particular transsexuality and transgenderism.

1.1 DYKE SM SEX WRITING
Contemporary Erotic Fiction

To give an overview of the predominant writers, styles and trends that have
influenced (and continue to influence) what could be called contemporary dyke
erotic fiction, it is first essential to lay down the terms used in description of
such works. To do so is a difficult task, and more importantly there are ever-
present dangers of conflation or absolutism rather than suggestive descriptions
of such terms. As descriptive terms can easily become definitive, it seems

more useful to detail instead what SM dyke sex writing is not, rather than what
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it exactly is. What follows then is a short list of the issues SM (or radical sex)

writing consciously (or unconsciously) transgresses.

Number one, SM sex writing is not interested in prescribing boundaries
around acceptable sexual representational behaviours, historically often
connected to lesbian feminism. As Julia Creet sardonically states, “The
feminist notion of desire redefines the missionary position: as we lie side by
side we feel our equality. But what happens when we get on top of one
another? Are we still equal?™ (1991:155) Two, it is not necessarily limited to
same-sex (Ilesbian, woman on woman) sexual experiences. For example, in
many of the recent “Daddy” stories, the Daddy written about is a gay man. As
well, as transgenderism and transsexuality have moved to the forefront of dyke
SM discourses, the FTM or “Transman” increasingly makes an appearance in
this erotica, altering the flavour of these written fantasies in profound ways.
And finally, SM sex writing is often not easy to read. It can be challenging, or
disturbing to one's own beliefs or past experiences. As SM sex writing deals
with plays of power and descriptions of sex scenes of role playing involving
dominance and subordination -- the daddy-little girl, daddy-little boy, master and
slave scenarios, etc. -- the effect of such reading can be disturbing in that the

reader is transported back to self-historical places that may be uncomfortable.

In researching this project over a three year period it is evident that particular
trends or preoccupations have arisen while others have receded or become
absent from the stories. At the beginning of my explorations in 1996 much of

the SM sex writing offered narratives hinged upon fantasies of domination and
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subordination in the form of strict top-bottom scenarios and butch-femme role
playing tales. Slowly, over time, interrogations of gender identities and
positionings, genderplay and genderbending emerged in the works and
scenarios and most recently these explorations within the SM fantasy have
developed into narratives involving issues of transgenderism and
transsexuality, inciuding fiction with FTM or MTF (female to male or male to
female) characters who are either in “transition” or have completely changed

their gender.®

As well, as the Web has become more and more of a site for publication
and/or dissemination of fictional productions, erotic fiction has too found a
virtual home. This has allowed for not only more writers to get their stories
“out there” but has also given rise to solely web-based writing projects to
emerge, and with this very interesting innovations to the erotic fictional form.
Departing from narrative conventions found in printed fiction such as a degree
of linearity (in that one page follows anaother in a printed book), these Web-
based narrative fantasies ulilize the technological possibilities inherent to the

medium and not only include, but often play with notions of story fragmentation

¥ Moving to the forefront of discourses (both scholarly and creative)
surrounding sexual and cultural identities within queer subcultures,
issues of transgenderism and transsexuality hold their own particular
set of problematics. For more detailed information, both fictional and
intellectual providing at least a taste of the issues currently being
explored, please see: My Gender Workbook (Kate Bornstein,1998,
New York: Routledge) as well as the websites: Roughriders
(netgsi.com/%7Etransman/roughriders.html), FTM International (ftm-
intl.org) and Dykedaddies (dreamwater.com/dykedaddies).

12



and shifting of subjectivities or subject positionings not possible in the same

ways on the printed page.*

Within this area of lesbian erotica production or creation a debt is owed to the
much talked about 1981 anthology by the lesbian SM support group Samois
titted Coming to Power: Writings and Graphics on Lesbian S/M. This
anthology can be seen to have laid the groundwork, or planted the seed for this
now flourishing area of both creativity and theorization. As a groundbreaking
anthology. Coming to Power mixed together different kinds of writing -- short
stories, poetry, longer more theoretical pieces and instructional works -- to
reflect and speak to the “leatherdyke”, creating a sociological overview of this
then newly vocal sexual, cultural and political community. This anthology made
visible and literary the desires and deviances of many women who practice(d}
SM with other women, and by doing so, set the stage for what has now
become a well inhabited fictional genre. As Katherine Davis explains, writing
on behalf of what she calls “"The Ministry of Truth,” “Coming to Power is a
statement, a confrontation, and a challenge. It calls for a re-evaluation of
existing lesbian feminist ethics, saying ‘You must own your illegitimate

children’.” (13)

Close to 20 years after its first publication, this anthology still resonates with

dykes engaged in (or discovering) SM sexual practices as well as speaking to

‘ As interesting examples of Web writing projects please see the
websites:.Nearly Roadkill (nearlyroadkill.com), Butch-Femme (butch-
femme.com) and Roughriders
(netgsi.com/%7Etransman/roughriders.html)
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the still problematic discourse of the creation and production of dyke SM
cultural communities.® Indeed, as | became more and more interested in issues
of SM identity and sexuality, it was this book that | first turned to for
information and answers. Though this was over a decade after these issues
were first (somewhat) widely distributed through Coming to Power the
problematics and pleasures of such sexual grapplings were not only similar but
equally as charged. In many ways this anthology can be seen as a bit of an SM
dyke bible; full of commandments in the form of SM protocol, and short story
educational scriptures. Though somewhat sarcastic in nature, this comparison

is not so far off:

Few other works in the modern lesbian literary cannon have created such
sweeping change. Among other things Coming to Power permanently
altered the discourse on lesbian desire and pornography and challenged
deeply rooted assumptions about what it means to be a feminist, a lesbian,

or a woman. (Califia and Sweeney, 1996:xii)

Taking this bible metaphor further, more recently a kind of New Testament has
been published in the form of an anthology titled, The Second Coming: A
Leatherdyke Reader (1996). This publication, touted as “the long-awaited
sequel to Coming to Power”, is an illustrative gesture to the widening and
flourishing of a creative (SM dyke) fictional genre almost two decades later.
Much as its forerunne'r, The Second Coming also effectively brings together

different styles and modes of expression -- short fiction, photography, poetry,

® Indeed, as a sure sign of the longevity of Coming to Power's popularity
among dyke SM communities, the book had two more revised and
updated versions published by Alyson Publications in 1982 and 1987.

14



longer prose, theoretical and more informative essays -- to present a thorough
and complex collection of work that speaks to the evolution of this sexual

identity and cultural community.

The evolution of dyke SM sociosexual communities and creative practices over
almost 20 years are reflected in The Second Coming most obviously through
the introduction of gender issues into the discourse of lesbian SM sexual
identity and practice. As Michael H. Hernandez states, “Gender play has
become the rage of the 90's. Instead of dying out like the typical fads that
breeze through our community, only to be replaced by the next passing fad, it
shows no signs of becoming passé. At least not yet.” (63) This shift is
significant, and is easily noticed when comparing the first leatherdyke
anthology Coming to Power with The Second Coming. While the 1981
anthology bears no examples of such discourses, there are three very
interesting articles included in the newest anthology, with topics ranging from
transsexuality, hermaphroditism, transgenderism and the problematics of fluid

gender identification. ®

Along with (or connected to) fiction which deals with genderplay is a recent

popularization of “Daddy” stories, which is also represented in The Second

® Please see: Laura Antoniou's “Electra on the Rocks: Following the
Paradigm Tides”, “Dyke With a Dick” by Tala Brandeis, “Boundaries:
Gender and Transgenderisms” by Michael H. Hernandez as well as the
erotic stories “And | Called Her Boy"™ (Sossity Oessa Chiricuzio),
“Possession” (Sorel Husbands) and “The Quick and the Hungry" (Lisa
Carruthers) found in The Second Coming: A Leatherdyke Reader (Pat
Califia and Robin Sweeney (eds.) 1996 Los Angeles: Alyson Press).

15



Coming as well as being the topic of Pat Califia’'s most recent eratic fiction
anthology Doing it For Daddy. This new character, the Daddy, is a
provocative one, and “his” recent appearance in short stories (as well as in
independent video and film) offers much for an analysis of the state of
contemporary dyke SM sociosexual discourse(s) within the larger community.
This new fictionalized identity disconnects butch-like qualities from the
shackles of gender roles. Califia argues in her introduction that “masculinity is
the spark plug of sexuality, and this may be the key to its survival, even in a
world of complete gender equality™. By this Califia is suggesting that perhaps
the rise of the Daddy role within the leatherdyke community is both a result of

and a catalyst for the problematizing of gender within queer discourses:

Big daddies in these stories may simply be evidence that butchness has
been detached from heterosexuality and even the male gender. Masculinity
has become a code of honor and a sexual fetish. Like the top-bottom roles
of S/M sex or the butch-femme roles of the vanilla lesbian community,
daddy-boy, daddy-girl have become polarized fantasy roles that make sex
more intense. In fact, Daddy has become so popular that he threatens to
eclipse Master as an honorific one for the one who is (usually) running the
fuck. (1994:15)

Califia also argues that the Daddy role makes “safer” or easier the practices of
SM in that instead of an unforgiving Master who throws out punishments
without forgiveness, the Daddy encompasses notions of care-giving and praise
for good behaviour. The Daddy character is ultimately, however quite simply
well suited to the dyke SM erotic tale. The long ago childhood request, “read

me a story, Daddy” sets the fantasy scene, allowing for an easy psychic link to

16



be forged between real lived experiences of the past and grown-up sexual

fantasies of the present.

Riding on the popularity of Coming to Power, other erotic literature was to
follow, enlarging this genre while pushing the definitive boundaries of (SM)
erotic literary representation. Most notably the work of Pat Califia and Laura
Antoniou who have been writing and editing erotic fiction since the early
eighties. Pat Califia, is often toted as the “Mother” (or is it “Daddy”?) of sex
writing and has been enthusiastically and regularly producing erotic fiction (and
non-fiction) since the late seventies. Her regularly published articles in The
Advocate, as well as her sex advice column titled “The Advocate Advisor” have
consistently shaken up the North American lesbian and gay communities for a
decade and a half.” Califia stands as the most prolific and visible of erotic
fiction authors within the SM subculture. She has published a number of widely
distributed books: two books of short fiction, Macho Sluts (1988) and Melting
Point (1993), a novel, Doc and Fluff: The Dystopian Tale of a Girl and Her

Biker (1990) and more recently she edited collection of sexy and challenging

? As Califia explains in the introduction to her collection of nonfiction,
Public Sex: The Culture of Radical Sex (1994), she has spent the last 18
years “fuming and fussing about sexual repression and censorship,
bragging about my search for an ever more forbidden way to have an
orgasm, struggling (with many others) to form and preserve the modern
leather community, making alliances with other sexual minorities, and
incurring the wrath of Big Brother, Big Sister and a lot of other people
who have too much power and no sense of humor. I've been pretty
busy”. Indicating the dangers of doing such work in the late seventies
within a decidedly anti-SM environment of lesbian feminism, Califia
explains that the process of writing “A Secret Side of Lesbianism”, one
of the first pieces to appear in the gay press about “women who do S/M
with other women” in 1979, “"had a great impact on ail the work | did
after that. It created an ecological niche for me as a journalist whose
work was simultaneously pornographic, political, and educational.”(5)

17



fiction, Doing It For Daddy (1994). Califia has, over the years helped to shape
and in many ways define dyke erotic fiction, very much because of her high
level of production. She has offered challenges and alternatives to conventions
of lesbian erotica, pushing upon the boundaries of “acceptable” lesbian

feminist sexual representations.

Califia’s fiction functioned (and functions) to re-present and re-articulate a dyke
sexual imagination through the terms of SM; offering alternative sex stories
than those then (and perhaps even now) filling the pages of lesbian (or
women's) erotica.® Her short story, “The Hustler™ from the book Macho Sluts,
is a quite blatant example of such challenges and critiques of lesbian feminism.
This piece of fiction, written in the mid 80s, tells the tale of systematic control
over sexuality, gender identification and behaviour in an unlikely feminist
dystopia. Set in the not so far off future, in a women-centered and controlled
society after the feminist revolution, a young “undesirable pervert” named Noh
Mann is sent to a rehabilitation center after being arrested numerous times for
engaging and selling “un-natural (and) counter-revolutionary” sex to “Janes”.
The main character’'s response to a committee member's line of interrogation
demonstrates Califia's style and strategies well. Asked by the chairperson if

she is guilty of either "prostitution or misogyny”. Noh Mann replies that she

® Or as Califia calls it, “feminist erotica” which “presents a simplistic
view of [esbian sex as two women in love in a bed who embody all the
good things the patriarchy is trying to distroy... This stuff reads as if it
were written by dutiful daughters who are trying to persuade Mom that
lesbian sex isn't dirty, that we really are good girls, after all.” (Macho
Sluts 1988 Boston: Alyson Publications, p.12)

18



has in fact been charged with both:

That is to say, the woman who was arrested with me got charged with
prostitution. They don’t prosecute hustlers, just janes, buyers. They
charged me with misogyny since | had hit her. Sexual harassment too,
because of my language. It was a felony since ['ve been busted before. Public

assumption of sex roles. Some cop didn’t like my haircut...” (1990:184)

Califia's work, both fictional and non-fictional has been instrumental in the
development of an SM dyke creative community. For many of us, Califia’s
short fiction was the first read dealing specifically with SM themes in a
powerful way and as such inspired fantasy-thinkings as well as creative work of

many kinds.

Equally as prolific as Califia within the genre of dyke SM sex writing are the
authors Laura Antoniou and Carol S. Queen. Antoniou has been editing and
writing dyke erotica since 1993, most notably her anthology series
Leatherwomen (1993, 1995 and 1998) which signifies the first collection of
erotic fiction dealing soley with leatherdyke themes and sexual perspectives. As
well, Antoniou has edited two non-fiction anthologies, Looking for Mr. Preston
(1995} and Some Women (1997) , and has recently revealed that under the
name of Sara Adamson she has written several novels, including The Slave
(1994) and The Trainer (1996). Carol S. Queen is the author of two books,
the fictional work The Leather Daddy and the Femme (1999) and a collection of

theoretical essays titled Real Live Nude Girl (1998). Her work is useful in that
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not only does it challenge notions of dyke SM sex as only occuring between
women but also brings bisexual subjectivities into fantasy writing.

The growth of this genre in the last 15 years has been enormous, and in
particular since the mid 90s there has been an exponential increase in the
number of writers and published works adding new voices, styles and
strategies while pushing the boundaries of this new sexual imagination through
fiction. It is now possible to find numerous anthologies of sex writing and
erotica series at the local lesbian and gay bookstore.® This increase in SM
dyke sex writing available (as well as the quality of it) points to not only the

obvious interest, but perhaps the need for it within dyke SM communities.

A good example of this popularity is the annual Cleiss Press Best Lesbian
Erotica series edited by Tristan Taormino which topped The Advocate's
bestseller list with its first edition in 1996. Now in its fifth year of
publication, this anthology brings together a variation of very sexy and steamy
sex writing that is both thought-provoking and challenging. Taormino’s series
is notable in that while it brings together writings from many sexual
perspectives, and does run the gamut from vanilla stories to hard-core SM
tales, the majority of fiction has a decidedly hard edge to it. In tracing the

evolution of this series over five years it is possible to foliow a trajectory

® Among the most widely published (and available) erotica collections
are The Naiad Press Erotica series, many titles published by Alyson
Press (among them Califia's work and the two Coming to Power and The
Second Coming). As well there are monthly, bi-monthly or quarterly
magazines which publish much lesbian erotic (and as well much SM sex
writing), for example, On Our Backs, Bad Attitude, Frighten the
Horses,Taste of Latex, Venus Infers, Brat Attack and Lezzie Smut as well
as recently created websites of dyke erotic fiction such as,
Psychoerotica (Psychoerotica.com) and Compersion (compersion.com).
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which culminates in a new attention to genderplay, Daddy stories and
“switching” which is consistent with The Second Coming. Furthering this
trajectory is the Canadian Boys Like Her by a performance and writing
ensemble calling themselves “Taste This” (1998). Originating in Vancouver,
this group changed its medium of choice from performance based (live)
“storytelling”™ to print and the results are a collection of tales which play with

notions of gender identity. sexual perversity and play.

Interestingly, there is an opening up within the genre of dyke sex writing (in
tandem with intellzctual discourses on lesbian SM and independent film and
video productions) rather than a narrowing, allowing for many subjectivities to
have voice and materiality as opposed to the more prescriptive (roles and role-
playing) categorization of subjectivities (a top or a bottom, a butch or a

femme etc.) of previous writing.

As with any genre of creative fiction certain trends and themes emerge as the
number of works increases over time. One can find examples of such
conventions in the above mentioned anthologies and creative fiction. Through
my research | have regularly come across a number of them; the is-she-or-isn’t-
she-a-dyke narrative of wonder and seduction, the one-night-stand-who-became-
the-girifriend tale, the butch flip story of unexpected role reversals, and the
transgression of sexual boundaries tale of dyke with fag (gay man), to name but

a few. As Taormino explains, “The very existence of such conventions
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suggests that there is a recognizable (dare | say) canon of lesbian erotic
writing with identifiable authors, publishers, and even themes.” (1996:10)
This noticeable “canon” of dyke sex writing, and in particular SM fiction
signals a shift in lesbian creativity; an expanding of the paradigm to include
voices that have been either invisible or restricted within lesbian cultural and
political communities in the past. However, while this “historical shift” is
exciting, “the codification of lesbian erotic writing has produced a known
group of writers who, as the primary producers of the most widely accessible
lesbian porn, end up in control of defining the discourse and agenda.” (10)
What then defines the historical moment in which | enter this discourse is a
tension between established conventions -- themes, identity constructions and
representations, codifications and standards -- the development and expression
of new kinds of subjectivities and sexual identities as well as the theoretical

frenzy about sexual identity and performativity.

1.1a) MEDIA ARTS REPRESENTATIONS
Influences Within Dyke SM Film and Video Productions

Much as the focus has shifted from sadomasochism in sex writing to

genderplay, so too has this transition occurred within independent film and
videomaking. In the last few years a number of works have been produced
which address notions of gender identification and genderplay within dyke

social and sexual practices, and less and less works are being produced which
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are cut and dry SM.” For example, within the realm of works dealing with
lesbian sex and sexuality programmed in the Image & Nation festival (Montréal’s

International Lesbian and Gay Film & Video Festival) a clear shift is evident."

In reviewing the programming over the past four years, there seems to be a
clear break from previously quite sexually explicit work to pieces addressing
gender categorization; a widespread shift from work exploring and
representing sexual practices, in particular the SM practices to that which
considers sexuality in relation to gender, gender ambiguity, and full on gender
bending. For example, while much of the work at the 1995 festival included, if
not centered around images of lesbian sadomasochistic play, for example
dungeon scenes, scenes of SM and BD play, overtly fantasmatic
representations of sex and finally more reality-based documentary styled
representations of self-identified SM and leather dykes, the 1996 festival was

void of such.” In surveying the programming of the 1996 and 1997 Image &

' Though for the most part | am referring to what | see as trends within
independent media artworks (film and video productions) produced in
Nerth America over the last four years (1996-1999) there have been a
small number of international titles which follow these shifts, notably
works coming out of the U.K. and Australia (for example the 1996
Sexing the Label: Love and Gender in a Queer World and the more
recent 1998 Pansexual Public Porm.

" Given my intimate knowledge of the Image & Nation festival as the
Director of Programming, | am specifically referencing the shifts in the
focus of mediaworks that | have seen at this local (Montréal) event.
However, throughout the international lesbian and gay film festival
circuit these shifts in issue paradigms are also obvious as most of the
international titles of any given year often make the “festival rounds”.

'? Examples of such sexually explicity works are Maria Beatty's work, A
Lot of Fun for the Evil One (1994) The Elegant Spanking (1994) and The
Black Glove (1996) which is illustrative in that she incorporates fantasy
scenes (i.e. the maid and the mistress) into highly explicit and hardcore
SM  play -- representing bondage, flogging, water sports, foot fetishism,
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Nation festival it becomes evident that works contemplating issues of sexuality
and identity foreground gender and the problematics of its construction and
practice within lesbianism; placing it at the centre of such sexual
investigations. Most illustrative is the 1996 programme titled “"On a Gender
Bender” in that this represented the first time that an entire shorts programme

could be composed of gender-interrogating or exploring titles.”

The 1998 and most recent 1999 Festival articulate these plays with identity,
sexuality and gender fluidity, to more fully investigate and represent
transgenderism and transsexualism.” Three videos by American self-described

“Tranny” Christopher Lee, Trappings of Transhood (1998), Alley of the Tranny

and mummification. Other examples are Kadet Kuhne's Fuck Film
(1995), You Little Devil (1994) and Impact Zone (1996). In addition to
these films and videos is a feature length documentary by Michelle
Handeiman, titled BloodSisters (1995) that explores the U.S. SM and
leather dyke world and includes interviews with noted writers Pat
Califia, Robin Sweeney and W.ickie Stamps. This film is notable in that
it is the first such documentary and stands as a good illustration of the
focus (or obsession?) with SM and other sexually explicit
representations that existed within lesbian film and video making in
1994 and 1995 (DGLQ, 1995 Image & Nation gaie et lesbienne. Festival
international de cinéma et de vidéo de Montréal catalogue).

® For example, Houdiniana (1996) by Margaret Long, Hope Thompson's
Crossing the Line (1996), the clay-mation short Adam (Andrea Stoops,
1995), Male Identified (1996) by Venae Rodrigez and finally the
documentary Shinjuku Boys (Kim Longinotto and Jan W.illiams, 1996)
which explores the worlds of three drag kings in Tokyo (DGLQ, 1996
Image & Nation gaie et lesbienne. Festival international de cinéma et de
vidéo de Montréal catalogue).

" The titles | am referencing are: Transmission (1998) by Ivan E. Coyote,
Tranzinfo (1997) by Cat Grant and Boyd Kodak, noted transgendered
photographer, Del Lagrace Vocano's Panssexual Public Porn (1998),
Hans' New Film by Lucia Davis (1998) and Rosa Von Praunheim’s 1996
Transsexual Menace included in Image & Nation 1998 as well as the
1999 Gendernauts by Monica Treut (DGLQ, 1998, 1999 /mage & Nation
gaie et lesbienne. Festival international de cinéma et de vidéo de
Montréal catalogues).
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Boys (1998), toted as “the first Tranny porn produced” and the 1999 Sex
Flesh and Blood. serve as examples of an interesting ending (aptly at the end of
the millennium) to a sexual trajectory that begun perhaps with the challenging
publication of Coming to Power two decades ago. Not only do these works
have a place within lesbian and gay film festivals, but as an indication of their
abundance, a San Fransisco three-day transgender and transsexual film and
video festival called TrannyFest has been up and running for three years as has
the London International Transgender Film Festival. These festivals stand as a
marker of the very real changes within not only queer cultural communities with
respect to the visible and ever-growing presence of transgendered and
transsexual peoples, but the widening of queer discourses (intellectual, political

and cultural} to include issues of gender and sexual identities.

These trends within lesbian productions reflect the larger paradigm shifts
within the discourses surrounding lesbian sexual identities and practices; the
widening of the issue spectrum within all spheres of creative production -- from
intellectual (scholarly) work to literary (creative writing) work, and finally shifts
within lesbian independent film and videomaking. An excellent example of this
interrelationship rests with Michelle Handelman's 1995 documentary film
BloodSisters (included in 1&N 1995). Handelman's independent film featured
many prominent erotic fiction writers, many of whose work is included in the
above mentioned literary anthologies and fiction. For example, the writers

Robin Sweeney, Pat Califia, Tala Brandeis and Wickie Stamps, among others.
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1.2 DYKE SM THEORIES
Intellectual Discourses

Theorizing this newly cast dyke SM sexuality offers many pleasures while the
activity simultaneously poses some dangerous challenges. Speaking and writing
about one's sexuality is an inherently problematic activity. As Mariana

Valverde explains in Sex, Power and Pleasure:

Talking sex is a problematic activity, and not just because of modesty and
repression. “Talking sex” is a myth: or more accurately, an act of creating
a fiction... If sex is repressed, that is condemned to prohibition,
nonexistence and silence, then the mere fact that one is speaking about it

has the appearance of a deliberate transgression. (1987:23)

For the most part the intellectual literature on lesbian sadomasochism employs
psychoanalytic theories to explore and interrogate these sociosexual practices
and representations. An obvious example is Parveen Adams’ article “Of
Female Bondage™ (1989) in which she employs Freud’s theory of sexuality to
speak of the “new sexuality” of lesbian sadomasochism. Adams lays out
Freud's analyses of feminine sexuality -- from the Oedipus complex, to the
perverse processes of disavowal, fetishism and masochism'® -- in order to
theorize the psychical position of the contemporary lesbian sadomasochist.
As well, Adams draws upon the works of Gilles Deleuze, Joyce McDougall and
Jean Clavreul to more fully articulate her SM lesbian in relationship to

masochism and the process of disavowal as well as flushing out further the

'® Adams specifically uses Freud's studies of masochism, fetishism and
perversion;“A Child is Being Beaten” (1919), “Fetishism™ (1927) and
“The Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defence” (1940).
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notion of fetishism in relationship to her. This analysis offers an emancipatory
picture of the lesbian sadomasochism as a figure refusing to “operate within
the space of masculine and feminine choices,” therefore separating sexuality
from gender and enacting “differences in the theatre where roles freely

circulate”. (264)

Thus, as Mandy Merck summarizes for us in “Feminist Ethics of SM”, Adams’
new sexuality is a slippery and smart identity that plays with the terms of

desire. Merck explains that:

Lesbian s/m literature is read to describe a practice of ‘choice’, ‘mobility’,
consent’, and ‘satisfaction’: ‘a play with identity and a play with genitality’.
The power of the maternal phallus is eluded, and the paternal phallus which
rules the male masochist functions as the object neither of desire nor of
identification. With it, femininity and its discontents are left behind - hence
Adams’s conclusion that the lesbian sadomasochist, while undoubtedly

perverse, escapes the pathology which besets her sex. (1993: 242-43)

Within this theatre of sexual roles and gender identifications, Judith Butler's
(1990) theorization of gender performativity finds an intriguing place. In
connection with gender as play is also an interesting linkage with the discursive

practices of naming and performativity.'®

'* A more thorough analysis of perfomance and performativity will be
explored fully in the next two chapters of this thesis. | bring the
concept up here as an introduction to the issues, though | am aware of
the crucial need for extensive description..
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In this sense, as Waugh coherently explains:

The term performative, deriving from the first sense of the word
(performance: the execution of an action) and borrowed from speech act
linguistics, defines a category of utterance that executes, enacts, or
performs the action that is uttered, for example. [/ apologize, | sentence, [
welcome, or the | do of the marriage ceremony. Hence Judith Butler's theory
that “gender reality is created through sustained social performances”, that
maleness and femaleness are “performative in the sense that the essence or
identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications
manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive
means.” (1997:110)

Though not entirely embedded within psychoanalytic theory, the concept of
performativity is inextricably linked to it. In consideration of a dyke SM
identity this notion is very demonstrative; the sadomasochistic lesbian is, in
theory, acting out many roles (perhaps as many as she chooses) in that
“theatre” of sexual perversity. The roles of the daddy/boy. the femme/butch

and even the top/bottom, adhere to this performative prescription.

Unlike Adams’ “playful perverts” who try on roles in an amusing theatre of
sexuality, Julia Creet (1991) theorizes an SM lesbian that functions as an
unsatisfied and rebellious daughter to “symbolic mother” feminism. Rather
than abide by the Law of the Father, Creet asserts it is “maternal authority
which is consciously transgressed”. Thus “the Law of the Father (‘'woman’ as
lack) is ‘distanced’ in favour of the Law of the Mother (‘woman’ as morally

superior).” (253) Creet theorizes that this rebellion against the moral codes of
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feminism can be seen as symbolically a transgression against a symbolic
feminist Mother. Within this theoretical framework the SM dyke is waging a
kind of “daughter's revolt™ against feminism. As she asserts, “Any
recognition of the desire to dominate and the desire to be submissive has

T u

been pronounced ‘politically incorrect” “ and thus prompting rebellion.
(1991:1565) Therefore in Califia's story “The Hustler” upon which Creet hinges
her analysis, Noh Mann’s anger is towards a symbolic mother who cannot

deliver punishment but rather guilt and in turn recognizes this rivalry as merely

“sisterhood.” (155)

Creet reconfigures the terms of the feminist discourse surrounding SM and
asks not whether this practice is politically feminist, but rather how feminism
functions within the “economy of a lesbian s/m fantasy”. In other words, Creet
seeks to uncover “the relations of power and desire embedded in, and
produced by a written story of lesbian s/m fantasy”™ which, she argues, is
“itself (both) embedded in and producing feminist discourse.” (136)
Considering feminist discourses as inextricably fused into the lesbian SM
fantasy, it is useful to adopt Merck's suggestions that feminism can be seen as
the “slash™ between the “S" and the “M" of dyke sadomasochism. As she
states; “S/M suggests opposition without fixed content, content which the
appropriately termed ‘slash’ both stands in for and cuts out. In the case of
lesbian s/m, one compelling question is how feminism has read this
opposition, how it has, in effect, read itself into it.” (237) This theoretical

perspective and academic strategy responds to (and thus is in discourse with)
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contemporary lesbian SM sex writing. This demonstrates the interrelationship
and interreferential nature of the two productive practices.

Tania Modleski also relies on fictional examples in her Feminism Without
Women (1991). Unlike Creet’s “symbolic mother™ which ultimately will not lay
down the law and “relieve the guilt and desire of the s/m fantasy”, Modleski
theorizes such a “mother” as a figure which initiates the daughter into the
symbolic order while providing a critical frame of female reference and
affirmation. In other words, the “maternal dominatrix” introduces the woman to
the “disciplines of patriarchy”™ but transfers and transforms that “patriarchal
system of gender inequities into a realm of difference presided over by

women.” (Merck, 1993:254)

Finally, Merck (1993) offers an insightful and useful comparison of Adams,
Creet and Modleski, outlining what she calls the “three psychologies of lesbian

"

s/m”. As Merck describes these, there is:

Adams’, which absolves it from the inequities of both gender (the paternal
phallus) and generation (maternal authority); Creet's, which emphasizes
matemal authority as the conscious focus of both desire and
disappointment: and Modleski's, which counterposes maternal authority to

the gender system it both transmits and contests. (254)

Merck intelligently critiques these theorists on their own terms offering an
overview of some of the major analyses of SM fantasy fiction and practice
through the lens of psychoanalysis. As well, she also raises the issue of ethics
within the discourse(s) of feminism and SM, illustrating the occupation with

morality within these two seemingly contradictory realms. Merck asserts that
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the basis for all challenges to a so-calied ethics of feminism, or feminist
morality is an insistence on “speak(ing) from desire (what | want for us) rather

than identity (who | am)™. (264)

1.3 LIMITATIONS
Perfect Theories and Perfect Spaces?

Sherry Turkle, in Life on the Screen (1995) argues that the Internet creates a
new sense of identity that is “de-centred and multiple.” (268) Within the
“virtual intimacy” that is allowed in chatrooms and other communication
spaces on the Internet, Turkle purports that “you are who you pretend to be”
and that within this “culture of simulation” what emerges is a positive multi-self
identity. As she describes, “The culture of simulation may help us achieve a
vision of a multiple but integrated identity whose flexibility, resilience and
capacity for joy comes from having access to our many selves.” (268) As the
SM dyke is theorized as “enacting differences in a theatre where roles freely
circulate” and thus can be assumed, altered, created and reconfigured, in this
“intimate” space of virtuality, the sky must be the limit. However, there are

limitations.

What is similar between the theorization of SM identity within the virtual space
and the psychoanalytic space is that they are both surprisingly idealistic. In
other words, SM becomes some sort of a perfection of both sexuality and
identity within the psychoanalytic literature discussed. [n many ways this

perfection has very little to do with the constraints of the real world of living,
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loving and identifying (culturally and politically). If “gender exists at the level of
discourse,” it ignores, as Edwards contests, its significance as an
“institutionalized social practice.” As he states, “identities (gendered and
otherwise) do not express some authentic inner core of self but are the

dramatic effect of our performances.” (1997: 478)

Mediated spaces such as the chatroom and email correspondence, as | explore
in Chapter Two, are also sites wholly entrenched in the complexity (and
promise) of ideal characteristics of “perfect” interactions and “perfect”
relations. While on the Net one is able to become whomever or whatever cne
chooses, creating a perfection in a sense of identity and sexuality. Therefore,
within this virtually intimate space one is able to be more than “all that they can

be” or less than they can be or perhaps simply different from what they are.

Also, the virtual environment has other kinds of problematic limitations.

These communication practices can be seen as the practices of a community of
sorts, often called an on-line community. These practices share much with 18th
and 19th century salon or café culture in that they both are to a degree “idle”
and “gossipy” communication sites. As well, the on-line chat community, like
its earlier café incarnation, has developed with a set of codes of behaviour
(netiquette) that, if transgressed, result in virtual excommunication (ignoring,

punting, sinkholing'’). Much as a café goer who did not adhere to the codes of

" As | discuss in much more depth in Chapter Three, these forms of
virtual excommunication are both jarring and severe, definitely serving
their purpose.
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gossip (how far one could go in criticism of another, etc.) was effectively
ignored and thus not welcomed back, a member of a chat who does not adhere
to the rules of the room is also given a strong message to go away and not
return. As | engage in more fully in Chapter Three, these rules of conduct
become more acute when coupled with the already established sets of codes,
modes and styles of behaviour within dyke SM sociosexual practices. As
locations purported to be encouraging fluid and multiple sexual identities, SM
chatrooms are also fraught with conditions for participation and membership.
What then emerges through these community configurations are at times new

methods of social surveillance and control.

Much as theories project a degree of ideal perfection. so too do these virtual
spaces promote a concept of free and fluid communication. Chatting and
emailing do open up new avenues for sexual interaction and fantasy production,
as | will examine in the next chapter. However, while providing new spaces
within which to interrogate the dyke SM fantasy, codes of behaviour and
surveillance within the on-line environment pose restrictive challenges to such

constructions.

From playful fluidity to inforcement of codes and behaviours, the promises

and the disappointments of sexual interaction via new communication
technologies and virtual environments produce a wealth of material with which
to interrogate the production of the dyke SM fantasy. In the next two chapters |

will explore this terrain, hoping to glean from these erotic locations material
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with which to give insight into the erotic interplay of sexual subjectivities and

identifications formed at the intersection of fantasy and mediation.
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CHAPTER TWO
SEXUAL SITES AND EROTIC LOCATIONS

Location is not a listing of adjectives or assignment of labels such as race,
sex and class. Location is not the concrete to the abstract of
decontextualization. Location is the always partial, always finite, always
fraught play of foreground and background, text and context that constitutes
critical inquiry. Above all, location is not self evident or transparent.
(Haraway:1997, 37)

The Internet, with its almost infinitely numbered sites for sexual interaction,
exploration and exchange, offers the erotic locations for creation of the dyke
SM fantasy. Much as Haraway explains, these erotic locations -- chatrooms and
email correspondence -- are elusive and slippery, offering a foreground and a
background to the dyke SM fantasy while at the same time functioning as both
problematic and constrictive. Brimming with erotic potential for the creative
construction of multiple sexual and gender subjectivities and perspectives,
these locations become the very sites wherein which to negotiate the challenges

of such identies.

In this chapter | will provide both a critical map and personal travelogue
through these locales of sexual communication. Drawing upon my research of
the practices of chatting and emailing, | will take the reader on a descriptive
journey through the murky territories of sexually-based chatrooms and erotically
charged email correspondence to flush out the performative nature of these
practices as well as uncovering the patterns that emerge through such sexual

play on-line. With the creation of virtual avatars or alternate sexual and gender

35



positions and perspectives within chatrooms and through email, the erotic
multiplicity and fluidity of sexual/gender identities within the dyke SM fantasy
are also more clearly articulated and opened up for re-presentation and re-
contextualization. As sites for sexual interaction, these cyber locations
provide new and refreshing avenues for erotic discourse and explorative sexual

adventures in the quest for dyke SM fantasy fulfillment.

2.1. CHATTING ON-LINE
Talking Sex Through AOL

Many people who engage in netsex say that they are constantly surprised by
how emotionally and physically powerful it can be. They insist that it
demonstrates the truth of the adage that 90% of sex takes place in the
mind. (Turkle:1995, 21)

Work there, play there, love there -- but if you have sex in cyberspace, be

sure to always use a modem. (Stone:1995, 405)

Virtual sex play on the Internet, more commonly called “cybersex”™ or “netsex”

can take many forms -- from on-line chatrooms'® to MUDS'®, to one-on-one IM?*

® A chatroom is a conversationally-based on-line environment in which
chatters communicate with one another in a predetermined space.
Chatrooms are usually centered around a particular theme or subject,
although like any conversation, quite often discourses do go quite
beyond such proposed limitations.

® MUDs, commonly referred to as “Multi-User Dungeons”™ or more
recently as “Muiti-User Domains” are described by Amy Bruckman as
“text-based multi-user virtual-reality environment(s). The original MUDs
were adventure games, however, the technology has been adapted to a
variety of purposes.”(*Gender Swapping on the Internet”
cc.gatech.edu/fac/Amy.Bruckman/papers).
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sessions. Within the realm of on-line chatrooms, and specifically the chatrooms
available through the America On-line (hereafter referred to by its acronym
AOL?) Internet service, where | will locate my explorations, more than half of
the rooms available to members are for the sole purpose of sexual interaction.
Often explicitly titled with witty sexual overtones, it is not difficult to find a
venue for sexual conversation within the AOL member rooms. As well, while
often not overtly described as such, there are many other rooms that are also
available for playing, though masked as simply “chatting”™ venues. Although
AOL publicly promotes itself as a family-oriented Internet community, it is not
surprising that there are so many possibilities for sexual (and thus certainly not
wholesome “family™) fun. Apart from very obvious preoccupations with sex
and sexuality within (mainstream) society. there are other concrete reasons that
contribute to this. As AOL positions itself as a “user-friendly” on-line
environment -- through both the ease with which one is able to obtain the

software (and included free on-line trial time) as well as the simplicity of

® IM (Ginstant message) or IMing describes the practice of personal
communication which stems from either a MUD or a chatroom. While in
a chatroom, a small screen will appear with a message from a member of
that room, accompanied by a notification sound. The receiver can then
either choose to engage in a private one-on-one conversation with that
chatter or to ignore the message and/or all other messages from the
chatter. The ignore function is particularly useful when one finds
themselves hounded repeatedly by unwanted Ims.

? As the largest and most global of on-line service providers, AOL
provides an ideal research environment. According to a Feb. 2, 2000
press release, AOL has surpassed the 21 million member mark, an
increase of 12 million over a three year period (from 9 million as listed
in a similar press release dated Sept. 2, 1997). AOL Keyword: Press:
press_view.cfm.

37



navigation within the AOL "On-line Community” -- it is not surprising that this

service houses so very many outlets for sexual communication. ?

When an AOL member enters the “People Connection” area, a list of chat
rooms -- both public rooms (those created and mediated by AOL staff) and
private or member rooms (created and moderated by members) -- appears
from which to make your chatting selection.® From this first general screen,
the user chooses the topic-area they wish to chat in as well as the specific
chatroom they wish to go to.* For the most part, the chatrooms specifically
devoted to sexual and particularly SM themes are found under the topic-area
“Special Interests.” With such explicit chatroom titles as: DomSubDiscussion,
F4FRoleplay, MasterF4SubF, FDomme4FSub, F4FUnusualDesires,
SubF4Bizarre, etc., there is little guess work needed to find the space(s) and
specifically themed areas within which to engage or to play. Unlike other forms

of cyber-relating, like listserves, email correspondence and overtly sexual Web

2 Through my (surely non-scientific) calculations on one Wednesday
evening (the purported most active chat night of the week), | counted
close to half of the chatroom titles being sexual or at least sexually
suggestive in nature. These findings are echoed by Hammon in his
research, as he similarly states that “Almost half of the member created
chat rooms on AOL have names that can be considered to be sex or
cybersex related.” (Robin Hammon 1996 cybersoc.com:1)

Z |t is very interesting to note the naming practices used by AOL to
designate the areas of the on-line service. As a service primarily geared
towards “family use” these titles reflect this ideology.

* At the time of this writing, these categories (which are the same for
both public and member rooms) in the order they are listed are: Canada,
UK, France, Germany, Town Square, Arts & Entertainment, Friends, Life,
Places, News, Sports & Finance, Romance, Special Interests, Japan,
Australia, Made in Hong Kong and AOL Brazil. Much can be said for the
inherent “values” demonstrated through this hierarchy, and therefore
what the “family-oriented” AOL service deems to be appropriate areas
for conversation, but that is food for another thesis indeed.
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sites (which of course one can only enter after paying an often astronomical
membership fee)?®, what is most appealing about these on-line chatrooms is
that they function in real time (and as such are often referred to as IRCs or
Internet Relay Chats) and therefore function to create what is closest to RL (real
life) discussions or interactions. As such, chatting is the closest thing to RL
sexual involvement available on the internet and certainly the simplest virtual
location within which one can find “sexual” gratification. The kinds of
gratification one can hope to achieve are contingent upon the ways in which
“players” or “chatters” engage with one another within the chatroom space.
From innocent flirting to more aggressively overt sexual talk, these modes of
communication dictate the conversational flavour of the room and vary greatly

from chatroom to chatroom.

According to Robin Hammon, there are two identifiable modes of cybersex
occurring simultaneously in any given sexually-based chatroom. The first, he
claims, is “computer mediated interactive masturbation in real time.” As he

explains, “in this form of cybersex, users type instructions and descriptions of

® These websites are not difficult to locate on the Net as anyone who
has entered even a slightly sexually suggestive chatroom will tell you.
After one has left their “virtual fingerprint®™ in a chatroom, they are
constantly in receipt of sex site junk email (with titles like “Hot Teens”
“Barely Legal Fun” etc.). Also, | have found over the course of my 3
years of research that increasingly individuals are taking the creation of
sexual websites into their own hands by erecting home pages which
contain “obscene” materials (naked pictures of themselves, erotic
stories, etc.). Though somewhat beyond the scope of this thesis, this
practice is very interesting in that these home pages are active self-
creations and representations of sexual identity(ies). This is echoed by
Turkle as she states, “Home pages are one recent and dramatic
illustration of net notions of identity as multiple yet coherent.”(1995:
259)

39



what they are ‘doing’ to each other and to themselves while masturbating. They
often type using one hand while masturbating with the other.”® The second
form of cybersex, as Hammon continues, is the “computer mediated telling of
interactive sexual stories (in real time) with the intent of arousal. In this form
users tell each other sexual stories on-line with the intent of arousing themselves

and other users.”¥

While these definitions are useful in developing a framework with which to
describe such kinds of interaction, Hammon's two forms are limiting when
applied to a dyke SM chatting context in that they do not take into
consideration the often very highly arousing (almost) sexual play which takes
place somewhere in between these two interactive positions. Within sexually-
based conversational chatrooms on AOL, for the most part the participants are
straight rather than queer, which | believe does strongly affect the flavour of
conversation occurring within them. More specifically, it seems that dyke
chatting goes beyond the territory of the screen. For example, it is less likely
that a dyke would enter and engage in chatroom dialogue whilst actively
(physically) masturbating. Rather, she would most likely engage in what
Hammon described as the second form of cybersex, or perhaps in a wholly

different form of sexual interaction altogether. In my experience this form of

® As Turkle suggests in her definition of real time cybersex, this
practice involves “people typing messages with erotic content to each
other, sometimes with one hand on the keyset sometimes with two".
(1995: 21) As well, as quoted in Hammon, Nguyen and Alexander state
that cybersex of the two types defined above is satisfying enough that
it can often “evoke physical orgasm” in the participants.
(cybersoc.com:2)

www.cybersoc.com: 2
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sexual interaction on-line takes more the form of sexual banter than it does a
mutual engagement in sexy story-telling or (cyber’masturbation. This form of
sexual interaction, | believe, occupies a position somewhere between the two
methods outlined by Hammon, a position as it were of “inbetweenness” --
simultaneously psychically masturbatory (getting off in your mind, or creating
fantasy) and storytelling in nature (the sharing of these fantasies). | believe that
this inbetweenness exists particularly within dyke Internet interactions and in
many ways adds to (f not wholly informs) these dyke types of sexual on-line

relationships.®.

Much the same ways as sexual and quasi-sexual interactions within dyke
sociosexual locations (at bars, at the bookstore, on the street) involve
particularly unique forms of verbal and physical communication techniques (how
we greet one another, how we flirt with one another, etc.), on-line chatting
relies on a similar subcultural vernacular. Through these forms of parlance --
the choices of vocabulary and the names we call each other -- dyke on-line sex
chatting is most often less about coming to arousal (or orgasm) as it is about

collectively and playfully arousing one another within the chatroom.?® As is

#? As performative, a dyke positioning on-line is quite often adopted by
straight men. Toted as one of the most uncomfortable occurances for
dyke members of these chatrooms, this “false lesbian syndrome” is a
practice adopted by men in hopes of having a sexual encounter with a
woman as a woman.

® While | do find it somewhat hard to believe, some dyke chatters do

insist that they engage in a large amount of sexual self-gratification.
For example, as Gloria Brame discovered in her research, one chatter,
“Jade”, confessed, “I'm lesbian and it's a little tricky, in my situation
to have much of a social life. But | have had good luck finding great

women to chat with on-line and | definitely make the most of the
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illustrated in this chatroom discussion, dyke chatting often remains both

suggestive and playful, combining sexual nuance with witty repartee;

Gameluvr: hey...did you know i learned how to masturbate watching "the karate kid"?

PeachyPooo: ol
KNOBPLAYER: how?

Kristini23: really?

PeachyPooo: i wont even ask

Gameluvr: you remember..."rub on...rub off....rub on...rub off..."
KNOBPLAYER: lol

Kristini23: lol

Grrliepuss: cool...was it the rub on or rub off?

Gameluvr: actually, the combination...

Gameluvr: but sometimes it is fun to mix it up...rub off, then rub on...
Grrliepuss: yeah......mix n’" match...like choosing candy at the
supermarket......c..cooooveiiiiiiiiiis

Gameluvr: i like to close my eyes, then surprise myself...will i rub on, or off this time???

PonyExp100: rubbing is fine...but you need to buff to perfect the system...LOL

Also, within dyke SM chatrooms very often the talk revolves around
discussions of practices and techniques involved in SM play, and from there
subtle sexual dialogue ensues through the excitement and titillation

of sharing this information and exploring issues inherent within these
practices. From this shared discursive base, chatting among dykes within
these specific chatrooms can range from bondage and whipping how-to lessons
to more codified dialogue of SM roles and positions to plays of gender. It is
within this second kind of chatting that the performative essence of dyke SM
chatting becomes most evident, and for the purposes of this thesis, of most

theoretical use.

cybersex. | keep a vibrator by my desk and a few other toys, like nipple
clips and ankle cuffs. Just in case.” However, much more believable is
another of Brame's subjects “Dommed4U” who confided that although
she didn't feel physically aroused while she was dominating on-line, she
claims that it “certainly gives (her) something more interesting than the
bilils to think about when (she) goes to bed”. (Gloria Brame “How to
Have Cybersex: Boot Up and Turn On"gloria-brame.com/erotica.htm)
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As the virtual world -- particularly within the practice of chatting -- functions
through description (of one's subjectivity, one’'s identity, one’s SM
positioning) rather than demonstration (of such signifiers through physical
gesture and other RL signs) Turkle's adage “you are who you pretend to be” is
easily recognized within a chatroom space. As all chatters are represented
solely through textual means (the typed words on their computer screen) it is
possible to enact any role or position without the potential hindrances of visual
codes and gestures inherent in live interactions. Within the chat space it is
therefore possible to occupy any position within SM dyads, any gender and
any subjectivity with an almost unlimited bank of variances, fancies or desires.
For example, as my on-line avatar “Girliepuss.” | could potentially chat or play
from the position of a femme bottom, a femme top, a boy, a Daddy or
perhaps a butch. Whichever role | assume within a given chatroom, under
which screen name and with what text [ type on my keyboard dictates the
manner with which | will be regarded or read by other participants in the room.
Therefore, as a performance of a chosen SM position or gender, chatting
allows for (at least) textual entry into otherwise inaccessible subjectivities and

perspectives.

With textual clues the only method of advertizing or representing sexual
subjectivities and positionings, the chatroom environment becomes a virtual
performance of sexuality and gender within the dyke SM fantasy. Butler
asserts that gender (and | would add SM sexual positionings) is a “style of the

flesh” and as such is a “corporeal sty