Shamanism, Priestesshood, Dominance and Submission: A Session at BiCon 99
Written for Bi Community News by Sarah Currier
Two events brought me to BiCon 99 in Edinburgh: Moving to Glasgow 6 months ago and finding myself at home at last, and reading the book ‘Bitch Goddess: The Spiritual Path of the Dominant Woman’. (Edited by Pat Califia and Drew Campbell. San Francisco : Greenery, 1997).

Moving to Glasgow and knowing I wanted to stay there, and finding myself in the middle of an exciting, diverse lesbian scene, brought up a lot of old feelings from my life in Auckland, New Zealand a few years ago. Namely: I don’t REALLY fit in in this scene and I’m sick of who I am being a continual issue. I thought: I have to do something about my need for a place where I can relax with being bisexual, and where I can find the courage to speak out more. I discovered that both the Bisexual Group and the Bisexual Women’s Group in Glasgow were now defunct, and noted to my horror that the local Gay and Lesbian Centre was still the Gay and Lesbian Centre, and not the Gay, Lesbian, Bi and Trans Centre. Then I saw the notice for BiCon in the Glasgow Women’s Library newsletter.

As for the above named book, it sparked a whole bunch of connections in me around my years as a witch and priestess, and as a shaman, now teaching shamanism within a Celtic/Scottish framework, and practising shamanic healing/counseling. This role, especially teaching, had made me think a lot about dominance and submission in relation to the teacher/student relationship. Previous experiences in feminist oriented groups had trained me well in the non-hierarchical facilitator type role. But teaching something like magical work and shamanic journeying, or leading a magical ritual, is a bit like teaching brain surgery; you are teaching things that require maturity, experience and skill, and which can do damage if used in the wrong way. Sometimes one really needs to be “in charge” of what’s going on. I’ve always been a natural leader type (I always seem to get picked by groups to be the ‘chairperson’ or ‘captain’ or whatever), and, I realised after reading ‘Bitch Goddess’ that I am also what I would term a ‘dominant femme’. Although I probably don’t look like what that term brings to mind with my shaved head, tattoos and boots. I may shave my head but only because I think it looks nice! And eye-catching, and challenging to people’s notions of femininity, and it’s easy to look after. However my years in feminism (and I’m still a feminist by the way), had inculcated the notion that my perverse sexual desires for both dominance and submission, and my sadistic fantasy life, were bad, bad, bad. When I read that book, it all came together. Pat Califia’s chapter is particularly mindblowing for me, as she interweaves feminism, pagan spirituality, sexual liberation and sexual perversion into one beautiful, non-contradictory piece of writing.  I won’t say theory because it’s just the beginning, this book. Not that I want another rigid theory. Now, I just needed someone to share my profound sense of awakening with! I tried talking to a couple of friends and colleagues in the shamanic field; they were interested in it as something nice happening for me, but I couldn’t get the meaty conversation I needed out of it. So, I hopped into my car the Friday afternoon of BiCon and zoomed through to Edinburgh hoping there might be one or two other freaks-among-freaks to talk to.

I missed the first night and the first day of BiCon, and much to my disappointment, the SM workshop was on the day I wasn’t there. I crashed in a friend’s bed in Edinburgh that night thinking I’d missed the boat. The next morning I decided I’d better make the best of it, so I jumped up on the stage at the morning Plenary and announced that “anyone wanting a session on ‘Shamanism, Priestesshood, Dominance and Submission’ should see me”. The title came to me about 30 seconds before I said it; I was just trying to get all the concepts I wanted to discuss together in one pithy phrase. I’d highly recommend future session-holders being very specific in that way; I think that was one of the things that made the eventual discussion so interesting; it was narrow enough to keep the focus going. However, several men thought the ‘Priestesshood’ bit excluded them, so I had to constantly reassure them that they were welcome too.

Almost as soon as I left the stage a couple of people approached me. I was flabbergasted. I seriously thought I wouldn’t make the 5 people requirement to gain a session room. Throughout the next day and a half, many people approached me, often saying that they didn’t really understand what it was about but they wanted to find out more. I started to get very nervous indeed. Then it turned out that the session was competing with the Ear Acupuncture session, which promised to relieve hangovers, the morning after the big party. Well, shamanic healing is pretty cool, but it ain’t a quick fix for a hangover. Suddenly I was simultaneously dreading loads of people expecting something fantastic, and no people at all. 

Anyway, we ended up numbering about twenty, with a few people saying they would have come except they had to leave early/cure their hangover, etc. There were quite a few S&M practitioners of varying levels of experience which absolutely delighted me; that was what I had been hoping for. Several of these were also involved in various types of pagan spirituality. When we went round the room we had, however, quite a variety of spiritual practice and history.

It’s very hard now, over a month later to really sum up the conversation. It was enlightening, and interesting, and I felt a real feeling of mutual inquiry, mutual interest and support for the diversity in the room. I definitely left on a high, and feeling as though the need I’d had in coming to BiCon had been met. Many people have stayed in contact with me, which has been wonderful.

Here’s a garbled memory of the main points that stayed with me from the session:

· Many people felt that they were, like me, ‘natural leader’ types, and had also experienced the tension of this with non-hierarchical idealism in groups. I know that I have seen this lead, in feminist groups, to the actual leaders in a leaderless group still performing their roles, getting burnt out, AND trashed for it. Leadership involves natural talents AND skills which may be taught and developed- like music or car maintenance. It was pointed out that “followers” are the ones who actually make things happen! Leadership is about the skills of ‘taking charge’, taking overall responsibility for the way a group is operating as an entity, keeping an eye on the group needs and process all at the same time. It can be done in an empowering, consensual way. We talked about the extent to which it is comparable, perhaps the same as, dominance in the B&D sense, or topping. Consensual taking responsibility for how a scene goes, within the parameters and boundaries agreed by all parties, with safety nets built in. Given the commonly held public stereotype that “Big Boss Man of the Corporation” becomes “Cringing Submissive” at night, it would be interesting to see what the correlation is between people who feel comfortable in leadership roles in life, and tops/dominants.

· Spirituality and SM/BD: Some people expressed reservations about combining their sexual play with their spiritual work. The shamanic worldview, which I hold, is that everything is alive (this is known as animism) and that there is no division between the spiritual and the rest of life. The false duality between, say, the physical and the spiritual is part of the sickness in Western culture. Hence everything, every interaction is spiritual, as well as maybe physical, sexual, emotional or whatever. I talked about my work as a shaman and teaching shamanism, and needing to really hold my power and be in charge of a situation for the safety and learning of those who are trusting me. The pivotal point for me in reading ‘Bitch Goddess’ was about how my years (perhaps whole lifetime) of testing and apprenticeship, mostly through life situations, including near-death experiences, had demanded my total submission to the spiritual forces I work with and for. Another way of seeing this is submission of my ego or personality to the needs of the community I am serving. This has often been a very painful and frightening process, but it has enabled me to somehow ‘channel’ this experience for those who come to me for help. To channel the Bitch Goddess if you like. I was interested to find out the extent to which experienced tops also felt their outer personality step aside to let something greater through. My impression was that it does happen, but sometimes a scene is just a fun bit of sex! We talked a bit about consent and boundaries and honesty which are so important in S&M play. It seemed remarkably consistent with the attributes I need to develop in myself as a healer and a teacher AND I now realise as a lover!

· Shamanism, Trance States and BDSM: I defined shamanism briefly as those skills which involve entering altered states of consciousness in order to interact with the spiritual or Otherworldly realms, to effect change, and bring back wisdom or healing. It is a mediating role between our world and community, and the world of spirit. I invited people to interpret this in any language they felt comfortable with, e.g. for atheists to see it as perhaps a deep psychological dimension or something. When I got talking about trance states someone asked me whether ‘sub-space’ was a type of trance state. My experience with SMBD is quite limited so far, so the term was new to me. I would be interested to hear more, and see whether it is indeed a deep trance state, or whether it’s a kind of dissociative state that indicates something not too healthy is going on. Perhaps either can occur depending on the scene. I guess I would like to experience it for myself, in the right situation! I talked about the shaman embodying the spirit of a trusted spirit ally or helper, or even a deity, and whether this happens in SMBD play. Embodiment is a common shamanic practice throughout the world. Some people expressed fears that it could be dangerous in a scene, that they might be tied up and helpless and suddenly find their top being ‘possessed’ by some bad entity, and being out of control. I wouldn’t be surprised if this does happen in extreme cases with unhealthy practitioners, but it is not what is meant by shamanic embodimnt. Embodiment is a consensual process between a shaman or healer and a trusted spirit ally. From what people were saying, my fear is that sometimes a damaged S&M practitioner (they do exist as in all walks of life!) may dissociate during S&M play and allow all sorts of crap into the scene. In shamanic terms dissociation is called soul loss and involves parts of a person’s soul going walkabout as a result of trauma. This leaves ‘gaps’ in the person’s being, which can get filled with disease-causing entities, or drugs and alcohol for instance. The shaman’s job is to return missing soul parts to the person. People tend to re-enact the trauma that caused the soul part to wander, in the hope of getting it back. How often does S&M play involve someone doing this? And does it ever work? Or can it become an addictive, self-perpetuating cycle? These are questions I don’t have the answers to, and holding this session was the beginning for me of asking them. People often reiterate that BDSM is NOT a substitute for therapy and people who treat it as such are perhaps behaving unethically themselves. But by some kind of grace, sometimes magic, transformation, transcendence and healing DOES happen for people in a scene. To what extent should we seek this and work for it consciously? Of course, some people go through their entire lives not actively seeking any kind of transformation or healing; yet it happens anyway, whether they admit it or not! This is life, and I’m not of the opinion that everyone should follow my way or agree with me or believe what I believe.

· We began talking in more detail about the nuts-and-bolts of shamanism, and people were very curious to find out more! Sadly, however, there the session ended!

So, that’s my version of events, over a month later. I’ll be interested to hear further discussion and feedback. I’m sure I’ll be corrected and perhaps chastised for missing important pieces of the discussion! Please stay in touch, those of you who are interested. I’m also planning beginners workshops in shamanism next year; they WILL be in Scotland, in the beautiful Scottish countryside. If you’re interested please e-mail me; I try to keep my prices as low as possible and also offer concessions. And, need it be said, I’m open to students of all sexual persuasions and orientations!

At the moment, e-mail is the only way to contact me as I’m in transit. If you don’t have e-mail, I should have snail-mail and telephone details by the next BCN.

Many thanks to the wonderful people who participated in the session! It was better than I could’ve imagined!

