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A Brief History of BESS

The Baltimore Educational and Social Society (BESS) first opened its doors to Baltimore adults on July 18, 2001.  Intended to be both multi-sexual and newbie-friendly, BESS produces two educational programs each month.  BESS also hosts parties for BESS contributors and their guests.  

The primary goal of BESS is to provide a safe, friendly, and discreet environment for adults, 21 or over, who enjoy BDSM sexuality.  BESS does this by providing lectures and demonstrations on the first and third Wednesdays of each month. The first meeting of each month is always open to the public and is preceded by a new-contributors' orientation.  For the protection of our volunteers, some educational demonstrations are limited to BESS contributors and their guests.  

BESS is lucky in that it has enjoyed the support of established and successful BDSM groups from neighboring areas.  Some of this support came in the form of seed money provided by SM advocacy group Baltimore AT EASE and neighboring SM group Black Rose.  Other support came from groups such as The Resource Pool, DCSMA, WHIP (West Virginia), Behind the Scenes (Philadelphia), TALON (North Carolina) and Uncommon Ground (Denver) who have offered presenters, advice, and organizational examples. Ultimately it is the people of Baltimore, with its supportive network of e-mail lists and munch groups, that has made our work here a success.

Five Common Misconceptions About SM

SM is not abuse.  SM requires consent.  Abuse does not.  Any practice that is not safe, sane and consensual is not SM.  Often, SM is erotic role-play in which it appears that the dominant partner does as he/she wishes, without regard to the needs of the submissive partner.  In fact, it is the submissive partner that has the final say.  

SM “play” does not resemble abuse.  Appropriately, most media reporters are new to actual SM play.  While seeing one individual strike another may elicit the visceral negative reaction rightly associated with abuse, the resemblance ends there.  Often, SM “props” are used to stimulate the flesh only as required to engage the most potent of all sexual organs: the mind.  With its emphasis on informed consent and specialized equipment, SM play has more in common with so-called “extreme sports” than with any form of violent or dangerous behavior.

SM play is not “consensual violence.”  While some SM play can be quite intense and may produce temporary cuts or bruises on one or both partners, most SM play (especially the kind that bruises) requires careful negotiation and attention to detail.  In fact, SM-oriented social events are commonly monitored for safety and comfort.  To state that SM play is “consensual violence” is akin to stating that sex is “consensual rape.”

All SM players are not “radical”, “sexist” or “exclusive”.  SM practitioners represent all orientations, genders, ethnicities, races and socio-economic classes.  SM play itself is diverse; individual players often enjoy varying “roles” and play styles. People do not choose SM because they are “different.”  Unfortunately, they are considered “different” because they choose SM.

SM is not an aberration.   According to the American Psychiatric Association, Psychologists and psychiatrists do not view SM as a problem unless a person's interest in SM results in “clinically significant distress.”
Five Under-Reported Stories About the SM-Leather-Fetish Community

Consenting adults experience discrimination for engaging in (gasp) sex!  Consenting adults are losing jobs, promotions, children and other rights.  Why?  Because they choose to “play” outside of the sexual mainstream.  And staying in the closet does not always work.

The fetish community promotes self-acceptance.  In a world increasingly obsessed with youth and “beauty,” fetishists of all ages, colors, shapes and sizes are being encouraged to get naked, enjoy sex and have fun.

Legal trends are restricting personal freedom.  Licensing laws throughout the US increasingly restrict SM activities; enforcement is on the rise.  Recent cases in Baltimore, San Diego, and Massachusetts have involved accusations of zoning, civil and criminal violations.

The radical right steps-up its focus on the SM-leather-fetish community.  As gays and lesbians gain acceptance, the radical right is seeking to associate the gay and lesbian communities with “sadomasochism.”  Whether effective or not, these attacks promote discrimination against consenting adults in alternative-sexuality communities of all orientations, genders and political affiliations.  These communities are becoming increasingly organized and are fighting back.

Generations X and Y reinvent sex.  While the rest of us argue about political rights and AIDS research, 18 to 25-year-olds are building their own alt-sex communities where orientation and gender definitions are being rewritten or erased entirely.

This information packet includes materials prepared by the District of Columbia Sexual Minority Advocates (www.dcsma.org) and the National Coalition for Sexual Freedom (www.ncsfreedom.org).  These materials are used by permission.

