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Abstract

Black women have historically been subjected to systemic sexual trauma, racialized
violence, and societal stereotypes that limit their pathways to healing. Traditional
therapeutic approaches, particularly those rooted in talk therapy, have often failed to
address trauma that resides in the body. This article explores the potential of therapeutic
BDSM (Bondage, Discipline, Dominance, Submission, and Sadomasochism) as a somatic
healing intervention uniquely suited for Black women survivors of sexual trauma. By
reimagining BDSM practices as tools for power reclamation, trauma rescripting, and
body reconnection, this study argues that therapeutic BDSM provides a transformative
pathway for releasing stored trauma. The discussion highlights the importance of
culturally relevant trauma interventions, deconstructs misconceptions around BDSM, and
situates this approach within somatic therapeutic frameworks.

Keywords: therapeutic BDSM, Black women, somatic healing, sexual trauma, trauma

rescripting, embodiment

Introduction

Black women in the United States have
endured generations of systemic
violence, societal neglect, and cultural
stereotyping, realities that are often
made invisible in mainstream mental
health discourse. The enduring trope of
the “Angry Black Woman” functions
not only as a form of -cultural
gaslighting but as a barrier to care,
overshadowing the very real trauma
many Black women carry, particularly
sexual trauma. This stereotype strips
Black women of wvulnerability and
complexity, rendering their suffering

illegible within dominant therapeutic

paradigms. Instead of being met with
curiosity and care, expressions of pain
are pathologized or dismissed, leaving
many without safe or effective avenues
for healing (Ashley, 2014).

The legacy of slavery, racialized
sexual violence, and structural inequity
has resulted in trauma that is not only
psychological but deeply embodied.
From the brutal exploitation of Black
women’s bodies under slavery to the
present-day medical neglect and cultural
hypersexualization they face, the weight
of generational trauma is stored
somatically manifesting in stress-related
illnesses, dissociation, chronic pain, and

emotional numbing (Littlefield, 2007,
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Chivers-Wilson, 2006). Yet traditional
therapeutic models, particularly those
grounded in Eurocentric talk therapy,
often fail to address the trauma that
lives in the body.

Somatic healing approaches,
such as Somatic Experiencing, offer
important alternatives by emphasizing
regulation of the nervous system and re-
connection to the body (Levine, 1997;
Pederson, 2021). However, even these
methods  frequently lack cultural
attunement to the specific realities and
histories of Black women. What is
needed is not only a somatic
framework—but one that is radical,
culturally grounded, and liberatory.

This article proposes therapeutic
BDSM (Bondage, Discipline,
Dominance, Submission, and
Sadomasochism) as a culturally
relevant, somatic healing modality for
Black women survivors of sexual
trauma. Far from being pathological,
BDSM, when practiced with intention
and consent, can offer a structured
space for trauma rescripting, embodied
healing, and power reclamation. Within
this  context, therapeutic = BDSM
emerges as a powerful counter-narrative
to trauma: one that restores autonomy,
reclaims pleasure, and honors the
sacredness of Black women’s bodies.

Grounded n Afrocentric

psychology, intersectional analysis, and
somatic theory, this paper explores how
therapeutic BDSM can serve as a
liberatory practice that addresses the
physical, psychological, and spiritual
wounds of sexual trauma. In doing so, it
calls for an expansion of the therapeutic
imagination, one that makes space for
kink, culture, and the full humanity of
those most often left behind by

conventional care.

Literature Review
The literature reveals a significant gap
in therapeutic approaches tailored to the
needs of Black women. Studies such as
Ashley (2014) highlight the
compounded impact of generational
trauma, systemic racism, and cultural
stigmas around mental health care.
Black women often carry the weight of
cultural  expectations to embody
strength, which can delay or deter them
from seeking professional help (Bent-
Goodley, 2001). Addressing this barrier
requires culturally nuanced therapies
that validate their experiences.
Historical trauma has
profoundly  shaped the  somatic
experiences of Black women. The
legacy of chattel slavery rendered Black
women’s bodies sites of exploitation,

dehumanization, and objectification.
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Littlefield (2007) emphasizes that
during slavery, Black women were
commodified as laborers, breeders, and
concubines, with their autonomy
systematically stripped away. The
enduring narratives of exploitation have
left deep scars that influence how Black
women perceive and inhabit their
bodies today.

The concept of “weathering,”
introduced by Arline Geronimus (1992),
provides critical insight into the
cumulative effects of chronic stress and
systemic racism on Black women’s
health. Weathering suggests that Black
women experience premature aging and
heightened vulnerability to illness due
to prolonged exposure to stressors such
as discrimination and socioeconomic
adversity. This framework is essential
for understanding how generational
trauma and systemic  oppression
manifest not only psychologically but
also somatically. Therapeutic BDSM, as
a somatic healing approach, aligns with
addressing the embodied toll of
weathering by offering practices that
promote reconnection, regulation, and
empowerment.

Afrocentric psychological
frameworks offer a vital lens through
which to understand and address the
individual  trauma

collective and

experienced by Black women. Rooted

in African-centered worldviews, these
frameworks emphasize
interconnectedness, spirituality,
ancestral wisdom, and holistic healing
that includes the mind, body, and spirit.
As outlined by Akbar (1996), healing
from psychological slavery and colonial
oppression requires the reclamation of
cultural identity, community belonging,
and bodily sovereignty. These core
tenets align seamlessly with the
therapeutic goals of BDSM as a somatic
healing practice.
Moreover, contemporary
Afrocentric scholars and womanist
psychologists have further elaborated on
these foundations. Linda James Myers’
theory of optimal psychology, for
instance, centers harmony, authenticity,
and self-knowledge as the foundation of
well-being, offering an alternative to
Western individualism and pathology-
focused models. This perspective
reframes healing as a process of re-
alignment with one's highest self and
ancestral lineage, goals that therapeutic
BDSM can support through intentional
rituals, collaborative power dynamics,
and structured touch. Similarly, Joan
Morgan's

concept of  “pleasure

activism” and womanist thought
challenge the notion that suffering must
be the path to healing. By emphasizing

joy, sensuality, and reclamation, these
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frameworks validate the use of BDSM
not just as therapeutic, but as liberatory.

Therapeutic ~ BDSM rituals,
especially those centered on dominance
and submission, can become sacred acts
of agency and transformation. When
framed through an Afrocentric lens,
these practices mirror traditional
African rituals of passage, embodied
storytelling, and communal witnessing.
This lens also allows practitioners to see
BDSM as more than a clinical
intervention, it becomes a reimagining
of healing that honors both ancestral
wounds and generational wisdom.

Generational trauma manifests
in chronic stress, hypertension, and
mental health challenges
disproportionately  affecting  Black
women (Sandoiu, 2021). Somatic
approaches like therapeutic BDSM,
which emphasize reconnecting with the
body, hold promise for addressing these
deeply embedded wounds. Moreover,
the therapeutic use of BDSM offers
survivors an opportunity to safely
explore sensations, emotions, and
experiences often avoided due to
trauma.

Levine's (1997) foundational
work on somatic trauma highlights how
trauma is stored in the body, creating a
cycle of physical and psychological

distress if unaddressed. His model of

Somatic  Experiencing  lays  the
groundwork for interventions like
therapeutic BDSM. While Somatic
Experiencing is widely recognized, its
application to Black women remains
underexplored, leaving a critical gap in
research and practice.
Carlstrom  (2017) examines
BDSM as a potential therapeutic tool,
emphasizing its ability to facilitate
emotional release, build trust, and
navigate power dynamics. However,
many existing studies overlook the
intersection of race and trauma. For
Black women, whose historical and
personal narratives often center on
disempowerment, the intentional
reclamation of power through BDSM
can be profoundly transformative.
Thomas (2020) introduces the
concept of “trauma play,” wherein
therapeutic BDSM sessions allow
clients to engage with their trauma in a
controlled, consensual environment. His
findings illustrate that BDSM scenarios
provide a structured framework for
clients to process their past experiences,
distinguish  between consent and
coercion, and rewrite their narratives.
For Black women, these frameworks
address both individual trauma and
generational legacies of systemic

oppression.

The stigma surrounding BDSM
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must also be addressed to make
therapeutic BDSM accessible to Black
women. Hammers (2014) notes that
misconceptions about BDSM as
inherently abusive hinder its acceptance
as a legitimate therapeutic tool. Black
communities, in particular, may face
added stigma due to cultural
conservatism and moral judgments
around nontraditional practices.
Education and practitioner training are
crucial to overcoming these barriers and
creating safe spaces for exploration.
Crenshaw’s (1989)
intersectionality framework provides
further insight into how overlapping
systems of oppression exacerbate the
struggles faced by Black women in
seeking mental health care. Applying
this lens to therapeutic BDSM
highlights the necessity of tailoring
interventions to sociocultural
complexities.  Integrating culturally
affirming practices alongside
therapeutic BDSM creates opportunities
to empower survivors while mitigating
external pressures and biases.
Spirituality, Stigma, and the Sacred
Body
One of the most persistent barriers to
the acceptance of therapeutic BDSM,
particularly within Black communities,

is the perceived incompatibility between

BDSM and spirituality. Dominant

cultural narratives, shaped by colonial
religious values, often frame sexuality,
especially kink and BDSM, as deviant
or immoral. This is further compounded
in communities where faith-based
traditions are central to identity and
social cohesion. As a result, many Black
survivors of sexual trauma may struggle
to reconcile their healing practices with
their spiritual beliefs.

However, therapeutic BDSM,
when viewed through a holistic and
culturally affirming lens, can be
redefined as a spiritual and sacred
practice. Reclaiming one's body after
trauma is not only a psychological
necessity, it can also be a divine act.
Within  many  African  diasporic
traditions, the body is considered sacred
and central to spiritual expression.
Movements, rituals, adornment, and
dance are all forms of embodied prayer.
In this context, BDSM scenes, when
performed with intention, consent, and
care, can be understood as sacred rituals
of reclamation and renewal.

Moreover, some survivors and
practitioners describe BDSM as a space
where they encounter spirit, not in spite
of their bodies but because of them. The
somatic intensity, vulnerability, and
trust required in BDSM can create

altered states of  consciousness,

emotional catharsis, and spiritual
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clarity. These experiences mirror the
trance states and communal rituals
found in traditional African spiritual
practices. Seen in this light, therapeutic
BDSM becomes not an opposition to
faith, but a return to embodied
spirituality.

By reclaiming pleasure,
redefining ritual, and restoring body
autonomy, therapeutic BDSM disrupts
colonial  paradigms that divorce
spirituality from sensuality. This re-
integration offers Black women a
pathway to heal from both sexual
trauma and the spiritual fragmentation
imposed by historical violence. For
practitioners, educators, and clinicians,
this necessitates a framework that
honors both the sacred and the somatic,
creating space for kink as ceremony,

healing as devotion, and the body as

altar.
Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative,
literature-based approach to explore the
intersection of therapeutic BDSM and
somatic healing for Black women
survivors of sexual trauma. Key themes
were identified through a
comprehensive review of peer-reviewed
articles, books, and primary sources on

BDSM, somatic therapies, and Black

women’s historical and cultural trauma.

Inclusion criteria focused on sources
discussing somatic healing, therapeutic
BDSM, and the unique lived
experiences of Black women. Exclusion
criteria included research centered on
non-Black populations, the
pathologization of BDSM, and non-
consensual practices.

The literature review
incorporated a wide range of sources,
including foundational texts on trauma,
such as Levine’s (1997) Waking the
Tiger, as well as contemporary works
exploring the intersection of somatic
therapy and BDSM (Carlstrém, 2017;
Thomas, 2020). Additionally, studies on
racialized stress and health disparities
among Black women (Mostafavi, 2020;
Littlefield, 2007) provided a cultural
framework for understanding the
embodied nature of trauma.

Data were organized and
analyzed using thematic coding to
identify patterns and insights relevant to
the therapeutic potential of BDSM as a
somatic  intervention. Key  steps

included:

1. Identification of Themes: Data
from primary and secondary
sources were reviewed to extract
recurring themes related to somatic
healing, BDSM, and Black

women’s trauma.

71



The Journal of Kink and Community — Vol. 1, No. 1 @

2. Categorization: Themes were
categorized into broader
frameworks, such as trauma
rescripting, embodied healing, and
power dynamics.
3. Analysis: Thematic data were
analyzed to draw connections
between therapeutic BDSM
practices and somatic healing
outcomes for Black women.
The methodology emphasizes the need
for further empirical research, but the
qualitative approach provides

foundational insights for understanding

therapeutic BDSM as an intervention.

Results

1. Trauma

Therapeutic BDSM allows Black

Rescripting:

women to engage in intentional
scenarios that transform past
experiences of powerlessness into
acts of consensual power exchange.
This  process  facilitates  the
replacement of dissociation with
conscious engagement (Thomas,
2020). Trauma rescripting through
therapeutic BDSM reframes
narratives of victimhood into stories
of resilience and empowerment,
helping survivors reclaim their
agency.
Detailed personal stories highlight how

trauma rescripting enables clients to

confront past memories safely. For

example, role-play scenarios in
therapeutic  BDSM  have allowed
survivors to “rewrite” moments of
vulnerability into moments of strength,
using tools such as symbolic acts of
submission followed by negotiated
dominance.

2. Embodied Healing: Practices

such as rope bondage and impact

play provide tactile sensations that
ground individuals in the present
moment, enabling the release of
repressed  emotions and  the
development of a renewed sense of
safety in the body (Hammers,
2014). For many Black women,
whose bodies have been sites of
both physical and emotional
exploitation, this  reconnection
represents a profound act of
healing.
Incorporating sensory techniques, such
as the use of different textures and
sensations during sessions, supports
survivors in becoming more attuned to
their bodies. Survivors report increased
mindfulness and self-awareness as a
result of these embodied practices.

3. Reclaiming Power: The
dynamics of dominance and
submission offer a framework for
exploring autonomy and

establishing boundaries. Survivors
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gain the opportunity to redefine
power and control on their terms,
countering historical narratives of
exploitation (Hart, 1998).
Establishing consensual boundaries
within BDSM scenes mirrors
broader processes of boundary-
setting in personal relationships,
reinforcing self-trust and autonomy.
Discussion
Therapeutic BDSM  represents a
culturally sensitive somatic intervention
uniquely suited to addressing the
embodied trauma of Black women. By
integrating  elements of  trauma
rescripting, embodied healing, and
power reclamation, therapeutic BDSM
offers transformative potential for
survivors of sexual trauma. This
approach acknowledges the systemic
and generational context of Black
women’s experiences, emphasizing the
importance of safety, consent, and
cultural competency.
Expanding  Cultural Context in
Healing Practices
Historically, Black women’s bodies
have been sites of exploitation and
dehumanization, leading to profound
disconnection from their physical
selves. Generational trauma, rooted in
slavery, sexual violence, and systemic

racism, has perpetuated a cycle of

suppression and silence (Littlefield,
2007). Therapeutic BDSM challenges
these historical narratives by creating
spaces for consent, power reclamation,
and somatic release. This approach
prioritizes Black women's unique
cultural and historical realities, offering
a path to embodied empowerment and
healing.

Ethical and Practical Considerations
Despite its transformative potential,
implementing  therapeutic =~ BDSM
requires rigorous ethical standards and
cultural competency. Practitioners must
be well-versed in trauma-informed care,
somatic therapies, and the cultural
dynamics affecting Black women.
Training programs should include
cultural humility, consent practices, and
an understanding of BDSM dynamics to
ensure client safety and autonomy.
Additionally, creating accessible spaces
where Black women can explore
therapeutic BDSM without fear of
stigma or judgment is essential.
Limitations and Future Research
While this study highlights the potential
of therapeutic ~BDSM, empirical
research is needed to validate its
efficacy. Longitudinal studies
examining outcomes for Black women
engaging in therapeutic BDSM could
provide critical data. Additionally,

qualitative interviews with practitioners
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and clients could offer deeper insights
into this modality's lived experiences
and therapeutic impacts.

Conclusion

Therapeutic BDSM offers a
revolutionary approach to trauma
healing, particularly for Black women
whose experiences of generational and
systemic trauma require culturally
tailored interventions. By integrating
trauma rescripting, embodied healing,
and the reclamation of power, this
modality empowers survivors to reclaim
agency over their bodies and narratives.
It is not merely a therapeutic tool but a
pathway toward healing that
acknowledges the historical, cultural,
and individual contexts of trauma.
Moving forward, it is imperative for
practitioners, researchers, and advocates
to deepen their understanding of
therapeutic BDSM and to dismantle the
stigmas that hinder its acceptance. With
continued research and culturally
competent practices, therapeutic BDSM
can reshape the landscape of trauma
therapy, offering hope and healing to

those most in need.
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